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Abstract
Scientific literature in the social sciences is rife with studies on burnout and how this
phenomenon affects those in various occupations, especially the helping professions. Clergy
members are not immune to the influence and effects of burnout. The rate at which clergy
members are affected by burnout is evidenced in the documented shortage of clergy currently
serving churches and the paucity of ministers going into ministry. The purpose of this study was
not to reiterate the effects of burnout on clergy members, but to discover and to explore those
factors which promote longevity in ministry. This study used an interpretivist paradigm that
lends itself to dealing with the subjectivity of studies in the social sciences. The researcher chose
an inductive qualitative interview approach and used Bronfenbrenner’s theory of the ecology of
human development as a theoretical framework. The participants in the study were recruited and
contacted via phone and email messages. Online interviews via the Zoom platform were
conducted, each lasting between 1 and 1.5 hours. These interviews were transcribed using the
digital program Otter.ai and were then manually analyzed using coding and theming methods.
The study sample (N = 12) comprised clergy members currently serving various churches in the
American Southwest. They were men who had served a minimum of 10 years as pulpit ministers
in churches of Christ, preferably with a single congregation. The results were found to be largely
consistent with the extant literature on the subject. Four key areas of orientation were readily
demarcated. These included the minister’s sense of divine calling, his self-care practices, his
social supportive networks, and several environmental factors that powerfully influence the
minister’s health, well-being, and his determination or propensity to stay in ministry.
Keywords: burnout, attrition, Bronfenbrenner, divine calling, self-care, social supportive
networks
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Burnout is a phenomenon that is experienced personally in the context of one’s work or
occupation (Maslach et al., 2001). The problem of burnout in various occupations, and especially
in the helping professions, has been well documented (Adams et al., 2017). Research in job
characteristics that foster burnout has focused primarily on quantitative job demands, such as too
much work for the time available, and qualitative job demands, including role conflict—when
conflicting demands have to be met, and role ambiguity—when there is not enough information
to do the job well (Maslach et al., 2001). Recent studies have explored the influence of job
demands and resources on work stress and work engagement—the positive side of burnout
(Bakker & de Vries, 2021; Bickerton et al., 2015; Selvarajan et al., 2020).
Burnout features among the principal causes clergy members are leaving the ministry in
ever-increasing numbers (Spencer et al., 2012). It is cited as a common experience among the
clergy (Frederick et al., 2018). Burnout remains a critical issue within the profession despite
copious amounts of research attention (Beebe, 2007). Several subsidiary factors have been
distinguished as contributing to the exodus of clergy, including disagreements with congregants,
role overload, the paucity of personal and professional boundaries, a lack of hope for
improvement, and the ubiquitous burden of financial strains on the clergy family (Beebe, 2007).
A lack of social support, financial stress, and time and workload stress are the top three reasons
for the exodus of members of the clergy from ministry (Heck et al., 2018).
The church’s lay leaders thus face the crisis of having to nurture the membership and
expand the borders of God’s kingdom with many a clergy member facing factors symptomatic of
burnout—emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and a sense of reduced personal
accomplishment (Maslach et al., 2001).
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I graduated from a nonaccredited church-affiliated tertiary school. Of the seven graduates
in my class, only four went into full-time ministry, and of those, only two are currently in fulltime ministry. This means that, at least in this case, almost three-fourths of these graduates either
did not go into clergy work or they quit after a relatively brief period of time in the ministry.
These statistics present a dismal picture in terms of the need for church leadership and world
evangelism.
Burnout and attrition have been thoroughly studied and analyzed from many standpoints,
including the clergy’s experience of it spiritually (Chandler, 2009), psychologically (Case et al.,
2019), financially (Coco et al., 2004), emotionally (West, 2016), and physically (Webb & Chase,
2019). It has been well-defined and differentiated from other factors leading to the exodus of
clergy. The causes and factors contributing to ministry attrition and burnout are well-attested.
What lacks investigation, however, are those factors which may prevent or alleviate the problem
of attrition. The factors that promote healthy work engagement and longevity in ministry are less
defined and lack the extensive scholarly attention that burnout and attrition have traditionally
received.
This chapter contains the statement of the problem, the purpose of the study, and the
study’s research questions. Included is a section defining crucial terms as used in this study and a
summary of the contents of this chapter. Due to the adherence of Churches of Christ to the
doctrine of male spiritual leadership, and because the participants in this study were all male,
references to clergy members include masculine pronouns in compliance with APA 7th ed.
guidelines.
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Statement of the Problem
Burnout has proven to be a problem that has plagued the helping professions (Adams et
al., 2017). Scholarly literature is rife with studies pointing to how church ministry continues to
be plagued by the problem of burnout (Adams et al., 2017; Frederick et al., 2018; Hunsaker,
2019; Scott & Lovell, 2014). Among the important roles which clergy play are those in which
they function as spiritual leaders (Bickerton et al., 2015), crisis interventionists (Noullet et al.,
2018), and as gatekeepers to mental health resources for their congregants (Avent et al., 2015).
They also play a crucial role in equipping their congregants for works of service (Joynt, 2017).
Sadly, the attrition rate for clergy members is high, with the average tenure being around six and
one-half years, well before clergy members reach their most effective years of ministry (Luedtke
& Sneed, 2018). Similarly, in a study on Church of Christ clergy members, Foster et al. (2000)
reported that, although this group was in ministry for an average of 21.4 years, individually they
had served 1.88 churches over the preceding 10-year period. The high burnout/attrition rate and
its concomitant shortage of clergy negatively affects the church “spiritually, numerically, and
geographically” (Joynt, 2019, p. 126).
While much attention has brought to light the problem of burnout, its causes, and
preventative interventions (Jackson-Jordan, 2013; Joynt, 2019), Abraham (2020) astutely pointed
to the failure of seminaries to provide the necessary training for the healthy functioning of
clergy. Abraham’s (2020) study in clericalism underlined the importance of clergy members’
internal (spiritual and intellectual) and external (in relationship to others) self-care. Toxicity in
various bioecological systems is detrimental to optimal human development (Bronfenbrenner,
1979) and to optimally functioning clergy. Bledsoe and Setterlund (2015) noted that although
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thriving in ministry has been anecdotally addressed, very little qualitative research has been
documented.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative research study was to identify and examine those factors
which promote longevity in ministry. Factors leading to burnout and attrition must be replaced
with positive interventions, elements, and practices. Identifying these factors would allow
seminary faculties to adjust their curricula to incorporate the nurturing of these factors in their
students with a view to lengthening the tenure of those entering ministry. The knowledge and
implementation of these interventions would enable those already in ministry to stay the course.
Churches also will benefit from their relationships with and the ministries of these longertenured clergy members. The proposed study sought to explore those factors which promote
well-being, work engagement, and longevity among a population of Church of Christ clergy
(Hunsaker, 2019). From the population of clergy in Churches of Christ, the sample was limited
to those clergy members who live in the Southwest region of the United States, and who have
been in ministry for a minimum of 10 years.
Research Questions
A primary research question with four subquestions was explored. The research question
is: How do long-tenured clergy members understand the factors that promote longevity in their
ministries? The four subquestions include the following:
RQ1: How do clergy perceive their sense of divine call and its effect on ministry
longevity?
RQ2: How do clergy perceive self-care and its effect on ministry longevity?
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RQ3: How do clergy perceive social supportive networks and their effect on ministry
longevity?
RQ4: How do clergy perceive environmental factors and their effect on ministry
longevity?
Definition of Key Terms
Attrition. Attrition references the act of leaving not merely a job location for another but
leaving the vocation of ministerial church work for secular work. As noted by Gallagher (2019),
attrition has “far-reaching consequences for the life of the church” (p. 138).
Burn on. As used in the title of this paper, burn on stands in contrast to the idea of
burnout. Burns et al. (2013), to the best of my knowledge, were the first to use this terminology
in this regard. I am indebted to these authors for the use of burn on.
Burnout. Frequently experienced among individuals who do “people-work,” burnout is
the syndrome characterized by emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and a sense of reduced personal
accomplishment (Maslach & Jackson, 1981).
Clergy members. For the purpose of this study, this term is the equivalent of ministers
and preachers, and were used to refer particularly to members of Churches of Christ who preach
and function as ordained clergy. Interestingly, Ferguson (1996) observed that the English word
clergy derives from the Greek word kleron used by the Apostle Peter to denote the church
members entrusted to the care of the church’s shepherds (New International Version, 1973/2011,
I Pet. 5:3). In an odd semantic twist, those entrusted with the care of the kleros became
themselves the clergy. Churches of Christ do not officially ordain their ministers/clergy, arguing
rather for the “priesthood of all believers” (Foster et al., 2000). Clergy members have popularly
been known as “men of the cloth.”
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Divine calling. The divine summons to a vocation in the service of God, the church, and
community in the context of congregational ministry (Case et al., 2019; Joynt, 2017).
Elders. Also known among Churches of Christ as presbyters, shepherds, pastors, bishops,
and overseers, these men serve in the most senior position of leadership in their individual
congregations. See I Tim. 3:1-7; Tit. 1:5-9 for the biblical authority and a list of qualities these
men ought to have.
Longevity. The term longevity refers to an indefinite period of time but one which
presupposes that the longer one’s time in ministry with a singular congregation, the more
effective the ministry. In ministry, credibility is built upon deep, rich, quality relationships that
take years to develop. Studies have shown that a clergy member’s most effective ministry is
attained only after six years of ministry with any particular congregation (Luedtke & Sneed,
2018).
Self-care. As opposed to self-absorption, self-care emphasizes one’s own well-being with
a view to infusing renewed vitality and energy into one’s care for and ministry to others (Fuller,
2018).
Summary
The ubiquitous nature of burnout, especially as it pertains to the service and peopleoriented professions, makes it an ongoing concern. While burnout and attrition rates among
clergy have often been shown to be commensurate with the other helping professions, these
concerns nevertheless affect not only the clergy members themselves, but also those they serve
(Adams et al., 2017). While the causes and factors leading to burnout and attrition have been
studied thoroughly, significantly less attention has focused on those factors that promote the
clergy member’s well-being, work engagement, and longevity in ministry (Rogowska & Dolega,
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2020). Equipping ministry students with the ability to nurture those factors that promote wellbeing and longevity may provide critical tools with which to mitigate the problem of clergy
burnout and attrition. This too will assist in ensuring that churches benefit from their ministers’
tenured relationships and the credibility that longevity affords.
This chapter included a brief introduction to the problem of burnout as it relates to church
ministry, and the pertinence of discovering the factors that promote clergy well-being, workengagement, and longevity. Also included in this chapter was the statement of the problem, the
purpose statement, the research questions, and the definitions of crucial terms as used in this
study.
The study is organized into five chapters. In Chapter 2, I present an overview of the
relevant literature, especially as it relates to burnout, attrition, divine calling, self-care, and social
supportive networks. Additionally, the theoretical framework for this study forms part of this
review of extant literature. Chapter 3 discusses the method and methodology used for data
collection, codification, and analysis. Chapter 4 provides the results and findings of the study;
the concluding chapter provides a discussion of the research, conclusions, and projections for
further research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this study was to discover and explore those factors that clergy believe
promote longevity in ministry. I posit that a thoroughgoing understanding of the factors and
strategies that promote longevity will provide both clergy members and their congregations the
tools for more effective, beneficial, and sustainable ministry.
In this review of the current literature, I provide a brief overview of the search methods
used to identify salient sources for this study. Second, I discuss the theoretical framework—Urie
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory of the bioecology of human development, an appropriate and
utilitarian lens through which to view, think about, and analyze both the literature and the
findings of this study. The next several sections review the identity of Churches of Christ, the
ubiquitous problem of burnout/attrition, its definition, characteristics, and consequences,
especially as burnout affects clergy, as well as those factors to which the literature points as
promoting clergy well-being and longevity. A summary encapsulates and synthesizes the key
findings of the literature review and provides support for the need for this dissertation study.
Literature Search Methods
Searches of the literature employed the online EBSCOhost search engine through
Abilene Christian University’s Brown Library to search multiple databases in the acquisition of
relevant sources. Keywords searched included clergy/pastor/minister burnout, attrition,
resilience, longevity, self-care, and well-being. Peer-reviewed, empirical studies constitute the
preponderance of the sources I used in this study. Searches were limited to those originating
within the last half decade except for studies considered seminal or more significant. Although
these searches uncovered an abundance of sources that addressed the negative side of the issue
(burnout and attrition), the paucity of literature was unmistakably on the side of the factors
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leading to well-being and longevity. Compounding this paucity was the fact that the studies
dealing with how clergy members are influenced by these positive factors constitute but a
fraction of the number of studies addressing these positive factors. The searches nevertheless
revealed a significant body of literature that sufficed to inform a robust study of the factors that
promote longevity among clergy involved in full-time ministry.
Theoretical Framework Discussion
In this study, I employed as a theoretical framework, Bronfenbrenner’s theory of the
ecology of human development. Although incipient forms of ecological theories were leveraged
by social scientists earlier in the twentieth century, Bronfenbrenner (1979), influenced by Lewin
and others, extended the theory in his work The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments
by Nature and Design. This theory is Bronfenbrenner’s explication of how humans interact with
their environments, and how various environments influence the individual, especially in terms
of the individual’s development. Bronfenbrenner (1979) succinctly described his research as “a
theory of environmental interconnections and their impact on the forces directly affecting
psychological growth” (p. 8). Lowe and Lowe (2010) described the theory as making a “case for
thinking about human development as unfolding within a social ecology of interaction and
reciprocity” (p. 88).
Evolution of the Theory
Until the time of Bronfenbrenner’s passing in 2005, his theory, like any other, was
subject to continual revision, development, and even renunciation (Tudge et al., 2009). Three
consecutive phases of Bronfenbrenner’s work may be distinguished (Tudge et al., 2009; Rosa &
Tudge, 2013; Tudge et al., 2016). Phase one culminated in 1979; phase two runs through 1993,
and phase three concludes with Bronfenbrenner’s death in 2006.
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The period ending with the publication of his volume, The Ecology of Human
Development: Experiments by Nature and Design (1979) marks the first phase. During this
phase, Bronfenbrenner focused on the well-known categories—the microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, and the macrosystem. Some of the concepts, such as molar activities and ecological
experiments popular in the initial phase, were all but deleted in phase two, which followed until
1993 (Tudge et al., 2009).
During the second phase Bronfenbrenner concentrated on the person-context model and
their interaction, which pointed to the process whereby developmental outcomes were achieved
(Rosa & Tudge, 2013). One of the flaws in this model was the failure to take into account the
time factor. Bronfenbrenner carried his elucidation of the person-context model over into the
third stage wherein which time and proximal processes were explicated as well.
In phase three (1993–2006), Bronfenbrenner showed how the interaction between
individual characteristics and contextual facets (aspects of both space and time) functioned to
influence proximal processes (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). According to Merçon-Vargas (2020),
proximal processes are the core and most important feature of the theory and constitute the main
driving force behind human development. These processes are also ever evolving into more
complex interactions between the human being and his/her environment—objects, symbols, and
other persons (Merçon-Vargas, 2020). In his volume Making Human Beings Human:
Bioecological Perspectives on Human Development, Bronfenbrenner (2001/2005a) reiterated his
definition of proximal processes:
Over the life course, human development takes place through processes of progressively
more complex reciprocal interaction between an active, evolving biopsychological human
organism and the persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate external environment.
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To be effective, the interaction must occur on a fairly regular basis over extended periods
of time. Such enduring forms of interaction in the immediate environment are referred to
as proximal processes. (p. 6)
The Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model was thus extended. This model notes
too that the PPCT elements are not merely additive but work simultaneously to affect human
development (Rosa & Tudge, 2013).
Bronfenbrenner’s lifetime of work on his theory of human development culminated in
phase three which represented the version of the theory he had taken from its incipient infancy to
full maturity. By not providing enough information or failing to represent a theoretical
framework adequately, researchers may mislead others affording them a “flawed heuristic tool”
(Tudge et al., 2016, p. 428). Essentially, Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human development might
then be misused and abused in ways that the theorist never meant for it to be used. Instead of the
theory being a helpful theoretical framework, it is misused to afford conclusions that are not
supported or simply misguided and ill-conceived. It is thus crucial that researchers specify
exactly which version of the theory they plan to use. Considering the various iterations of
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological/bioecological theories of human development, I posit that the third
version is that which most capably served to account for, explain, and assist in understanding the
factors that promote longevity in ministry. Although this may be the case, the six ecologies of
Bronfenbrenner’s theory were the mechanisms most heavily leaned upon as the working
dynamic for the purposes of this study.
The Six Ecologies
Bronfenbrenner’s theory distinguishes between six ecologies that influence and are
influenced by human development. This ecological environment may be thought of as “nested
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structures, each inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3). These
nested structures include the self/individual, the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem,
the macrosystem, and the chronosystem (Berry, 1995). The category of the self refers to the
innate characteristics of the individual, including the individual’s intellectual capacity, emotional
and psychological characteristics, and other items that contribute to unique personhood.
Essentially, the microsystem is that realm that directly influences the young person. Examples
include his family members and fellow students. The person’s mesosystem denotes the
relationships between the various constituents of the microsystem. Thus, the quality of the
interactions between the individual’s parents and teachers influences his well-being. The
exosystem refers to that setting that does not involve the individual as an active participant but
affects him indirectly. The individual, for instance, may not have a say in his/her father’s work
schedule, but is affected when his father has to be away for extended work hours. The
macrosystem encompasses the cultural environment in which the person lives as well as all other
systems, such as the economy, politics, and social conditions affecting him. The chronosystem is
the system that Bronfenbrenner developed last and references the time factor, which affects
human development in two ways: (a) the timing of events in the person’s life that affect the
person differently at various stages in that person’s life—affecting one’s life ontogenetically
(Tudge et al., 2016), and (b) time can also be an influence because of historical occurrences or
social conditions that exist during a person’s life—affecting one’s life sociohistorically (Tudge et
al., 2016), for example, growing up during World War II or the Great Depression (Tannenbaum,
2018). Tudge (2008) summarily noted that the individual or active person engages in “Proximal
Processes with people, symbols, and objects within a microsystem, in interaction with other
Contexts, involving both continuity and change over Time” (p. 69).
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Bronfenbrenner Illustrated
Although many have undertaken to illustrate Bronfenbrenner’s categories rather
elaborately, a simple yet lucid graphical representation is helpful (see Figure 1).
Figure 1
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Approach

Note. This figure clearly shows in the mesosystem, the interaction between the elements of the
microsystem. From “Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Approach,” by S. Marie, 2017
(https://www.suemarie.info/2017/10/bronfenbrenners-bioecological-approach.html). CC BY-NC.
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In an interesting and illustrative application of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, Tannenbaum
(2018) offered the following hypothetical example of a student considering college options,
reproduced in Table 1:
Table 1
What Will the Student Major In? Will He Succeed?
Self

Intelligence, learning disabilities, motivation

Microsystem

What options does the local college offer? What support services do they
provide? Can he afford to go elsewhere if he wants?

Mesosystem

Will his employer give him flexibility when needed? Does his family support
him in his goals?

Exosystem

State regulators set tuition and fees; politicians can raise or lower the
education budget

Macrosystem

Cultural norms and values regarding the importance of education, and which
majors are appropriate for men

Chronosystem Is he going to college right after high school, or after a break? What year or
decade is this?
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological categories may be superimposed upon the clergy
member’s life experience, correlating the categories thus:
1. The Self—this system takes into account the clergy member’s personality, his innate
gifts, abilities, aptitudes, and emotional intelligence in relation to ministerial job
requirements and demands. The clergy member’s sense of divine calling and
education/preparation for ministry are crucial aspects within this category of his
ecological system.
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2. The microsystem encompasses the clergy member’s familial support system, his
relationships with his congregants, fellow staff-members, and superiors.
3. The clergy member’s mesosystem addresses how the various facets of his
microsystem interact to impact his sense of well-being and efficacy in his work. The
mesosystem would include such considerations as the decisions made by the church’s
lay leadership that serves over the clergy member, known in Churches of Christ as the
eldership.
4. In Churches of Christ, the clergy member’s exosystem is an interesting category due
to what is lacking rather than because of what it denotes. Due to the autonomy of
Churches of Christ, a clergy member’s exosystem is essentially devoid of what in
other denominations is the traditional hierarchical structure or the central governing
agency to which each local congregation is subject. The doctrine of autonomy thus
allows individual congregations of Churches of Christ to retain a distinct lack of
accountability to any central body of oversight. Each congregation is self-governed.
This relatively unusual system of self-government accrues interesting implications for
the Church of Christ clergy member’s exosystem, especially in smaller or younger
congregations where the church’s local leadership has yet to be appointed. In such
cases, many congregations hold “men’s business meetings” in order to decide and
execute the business of the church.
5. The macrosystem also impacts the clergy member’s experience as societal and
cultural norms bear on how he functions as a clergy member. He is certainly bound
by the laws of society, especially as they pertain to his role as a counselor, caregiver,
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and role model. When counseling, for instance, the clergy member is bound by law to
report to the civil authorities any occurrences of child or elder abuse.
6. The chronosystem addresses the temporal factors in a clergy member’s life in terms
of how various aspects of and events in his ministry affect his life given the age and
maturity level at which he encounters them. These are ontogenetic temporal factors or
factors that originate from “within the organism” (Bronfenbrenner, 1988/2005b). This
system also takes into consideration the sociohistorical temporal factors that influence
the clergy member’s life—how the events in history and other sociohistorical
occurrences impact the clergy member’s life, such as the Covid-19 pandemic.
Bronfenbrenner (1988/2005b) thus viewed these sociohistorical temporal factors as
originating in the external environment.
Although I may have at times drawn on the elements of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological
theory, it is primarily through the framework of these lenses or categories that I viewed and
analyzed the literature and findings of this study.
The nature of ministry dictates that clergy live multifaceted lives. They interact with
many people in many kinds of situations. The complexity of the various socio-spiritual contexts
in which clergy members function demand that the framework with which to analyze these
contexts and interactions too be complex enough to adequately answer that demand. Given the
various concepts, systems, and models of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory, I anticipated
that this theoretical framework would amply assist in explaining, clarifying, and understanding
not only which factors contribute to longevity in ministry but also how these factors may be
learned, assimilated, and nurtured.
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Literature Review
Churches of Christ
Essentially, history considers the occurrence of significant events over time. A brief
history of Churches of Christ is critical to understanding the need for this study, placing the
study’s participants within the contexts of their social, religious, and historical backgrounds.
Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem addresses not only a clergy member’s ontogenetic temporal
considerations, but the sociohistorical situation in which the clergy member is located. These
temporally bound constraints serve to powerfully influence the interactions between the clergy
member and his context, including people, objects, and symbols. A brief history of Churches of
Christ thus ensues along with consideration of the church’s beliefs and practices, worship,
organization and polity, education in Churches of Christ, and an introductory discussion on the
clergy/ministers in the church. This discourse serves to situate this study’s participants in their
proper temporal and contextual locales.
History. The history of the religious group known as Churches of Christ may be traced
back to Barton W. Stone, Alexander Campbell, and what is frequently referred to as the
Restoration Movement of the early 1800s in the United States (Holloway & Foster, 2001). While
in one sense, this history extends all the way back to the day of Pentecost in an effort to restore
New Testament Christianity, the first founding document of the movement’s recent history is
The Last Will and Testament of the Springfield Presbytery, published in 1804 (Holloway &
Foster, 2001). Thomas Campbell published, as a seminal intellectual document for this
movement, The Declaration and Address in 1809 (Holloway & Foster, 2001). The geographical
strength of the Churches of Christ lies in a broad belt spanning the region between Nashville,
Tennessee, and the Dallas-Fort Worth, Texas area (Allen, 2004). Churches of Christ have
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traditionally been relatively conservative and believe the Bible to be God’s inspired message and
the church’s only authoritative document for matters of faith and practice. In his comments on
the genius and history of the Churches of Christ, well-respected Church of Christ scholar
Thomas H. Olbricht (2004a) noted that
Churches of Christ have affirmed the centrality of Scripture. They have demanded
commitment to church life and the responsibility of all members for the church. They
have emphasized church planting and evangelism. They have engaged in a genuine
struggle with biblical precedents. They have encouraged personal commitment to the
Lord in devotional life and in a biblical ethics and morality with concern for the needy.
They have sought strong bonds and networks of community, with knowledge of other
members nationally and internationally. Some areas that have caused friction in the body
at the beginning of the 21st century include a residual legalism, a growing disposition
toward evangelicalism in some quarters, and a continuing exclusivism that is coming
increasingly under fire. (p. 220)
With their high view of biblical inspiration, members of Churches of Christ have
traditionally eschewed man-made traditions, creeds, canons, and tenets. Instead, they have placed
more weight on such precepts as expressed in Thomas Campbell’s well-known 1809 statement,
“We speak where the Bible speaks and are silent where the Bible is silent” and such slogans as
“No creed but Christ, no book but the Bible.” I have heard church members facetiously note,
“Our tradition is that we have no tradition.” Although such stances and dispositions may have
been well-intended, the irony is that they have been the source of much criticism from
nonmembers and the cause of much tension among even the church’s membership itself.
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At the end of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st, Churches of Christ found
themselves wrestling with many of the same issues as did other Christian churches. One such
issue was the reduction in the growth of the church. In his preface to Leadership in the Kingdom
(1996) Fair attested to the slowing down of the rate of growth in Churches of Christ by the
1990s. This issue, it seems, can only be exacerbated by the problem of clergy burnout and
attrition. Two decades into the 21st century, these problems show few signs of resolution, if any
at all. In the latest statistical summary compiled by Royster (2021), those in attendance on
Sunday mornings at traditionally a cappella worship services number 1,095,147 in 11,909
individual congregations. This is down from over 13,000 congregations in 2004 (Olbricht,
2004a). From 2003 to 2012, Churches of Christ lost over 102,000 adherents (Ross, 2012).
A brief look at the history of Churches of Christ shows the fluidity as well as the stability
that has characterized the course of events through time as these people have purposed to live out
their devotion to Jesus, their Lord and Master. Although the history of Churches of Christ is
multifaceted and may never be adequately explored as part of a relatively brief review, these
elements are offered in an attempt to supply the rudimentary temporal context in which I
executed this study.
Beliefs and Practices. The following beliefs and practices are listed with a view to
supplying the general faith context of the clergy serving Churches of Christ. These clergy
members and churches may be classified as theologically conservative and even fundamental, as
may be seen in the stances held. Interestingly, according to Foster et al. (2000), the churches for
whom these clergy members preach tend to be even more conservative than the clergy members
themselves. The clergy members, nevertheless, are “fundamentally concerned with being biblical
in all they do” (Foster et al., 2000, p. 177). Clergy members serving Churches of Christ generally
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feel called to defend and uphold the following beliefs and practices as divinely inspired and
sanctioned by the word of God.
Churches of Christ hold to the doctrines of the Trinity (New International Version,
1973/2011, II Cor. 13:14), salvation by grace through faith (New International Version,
1973/2011, Eph. 2:8), baptism for the remission of sins (New International Version, 1973/2011,
Acts 2:38), the indwelling Holy Spirit (New International Version, 1973/2011, Acts 5:32), and
the propagation of the gospel through evangelistic efforts (New International Version,
1973/2011, Matt. 28:18-20). Although there are those congregations that may question some or
each of these basic tenets, mainstream Churches of Christ also adhere to the doctrine of male
spiritual leadership (New International Version, 1973/2011, I Cor. 14:33-36; I Tim. 2:9ff). The
church’s membership participates in the weekly commemoration of the Lord’s Supper or
communion (New International Version, 1973/2011, Acts 20:7), and generally does not use
musical instruments in their worship services, believing that certain passages (New International
Version, 1973/2011, Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16) forbid their use in the worship assembly. Although the
issue of musical instruments was the cause of a major division in 1906 resulting in two groups,
the Churches of Christ and the Christian Church/Disciples of Christ and remains a point of
contention even today, almost from the beginning many congregations objected to mission
organizations and located preachers/clergy who would work full-time for one congregation
(Olbricht, 2004a). Few congregations of the Churches of Christ employed full-time clergy before
World War II, some influential men strongly promoting the idea of “mutual ministry”—that all
capable men in each congregation should share the load of preaching the gospel and teaching
Bible classes (Olbricht, 2004a, p. 219).
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Traditionally, a few of the tenets against which many leaders in Churches of Christ
argued include “modern pastor systems, ornamentation in both buildings and worship,
ministerial alliances, parachurch organizations, higher criticism of the Bible, evolution,
dispensational premillennialism, public involvement of women in church leadership and
worship, worldly morals, and member support of private help organizations” (Olbricht, 2004a, p.
215).
The Church’s Worship. In the early 1800s, both Barton Stone and Alexander Campbell
seemed to have placed more emphasis on personal piety and decorum than on the substance and
sequence of the church’s corporate worship services (Blowers & Shields, 2004). Nevertheless,
according to Olbricht (2004b), by 1920 a certain M. C. Kurfees viewed six acts of worship— the
Lord’s Supper, singing, praying, preaching, giving, and the reading of scripture—as essential for
the church’s worship services to be scriptural (Olbricht, 2004b). In 1951, however, only five acts
of worship, excluding the reading of scripture, were delineated at the Abilene Christian
University Bible lectures as essential (Olbricht, 2004b). The use of instrumental music in the
worship services of the church has been a divisive issue since 1906. Churches of Christ have
traditionally worshiped without the use of musical instruments, while Christian Churches/
Disciples of Christ opted to include the use of instrumental music in their worship assemblies.
Ferguson (1996) outlines a substantial, coherent argument for the practice of a cappella worship
in the assembly.
Bringing Bronfenbrenner’s concept of proximal processes to bear on this situation, one
may see how Church of Christ clergy members influence and are influenced by their
environments to feel more or less comfortable with various dispositions toward such issues as the
means of worship and whether to use instrumental music in the worship services. Even though a
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clergy member may not have a biblical or theological problem with the use of instrumental
music in the worship assembly, his upbringing as well as the general theological consensus of the
congregation for whom he preaches may make him feel rather uneasy with regard to its use.
Church Organization and Polity. Churches of Christ adhere to the doctrine of local
church autonomy or self-government. As such, each local congregation is organized under the
local lay leadership of elders, deacons, and usually a pulpit minister (New International Version,
1973/2011, Eph. 4:11-13; I Tim. 3:1ff; Tit. 1:5-9). While a few well-endowed congregations pay
their elders for their leadership, this tends to be the exception to the rule. I have never witnessed
a case wherein which deacons were paid for their services. According to The Last Will and
Testament of the Springfield Presbytery, each congregation of the Church of Christ should
“choose her own preacher and support him by a free will offering” (Holloway & Foster, 2001, p.
36). Larger congregations often employ education ministers, involvement ministers, youth
ministers, counselors, church secretaries, janitors, and other staff as needed. In terms of church
polity, these ministers have little authority and may be considered at will employees who serve
under the oversight of the local church’s lay leaders.
It is this doctrine of church autonomy in Churches of Christ that has made the
“scientifically valid” study of these churches notoriously difficult (Foster, 2000, p. 5). The lack
of church organization beyond the local congregation (Bronfenbrenner’s exosystem), local
churches being bereft of the traditional hierarchical institutions of church government, means
that data collection among Churches of Christ is complicated by a lack of consistent, thorough,
and reliable reporting practices. I am aware of no other study among Churches of Christ that
seeks to answer this study’s research questions. There is thus a distinct lack of any appeal
process for disputes that arise between a church’s lay leadership and their paid clergy members. I
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have known of several clergy members within Churches of Christ who have been fired on the
spot, leaving these clergy members and their families in dire financial difficulties and even
without adequate housing. Being at will employees of the church, who often do not enjoy the
benefits of their similarly educated secular counterparts in society, adds to their stress-filled
occupations as men of the cloth.
Although there exist no formal synods or unifying organizations for Churches of Christ,
the Christian universities, colleges, and church-affiliated tertiary schools associated with these
churches have, through their publications and lectureships, somewhat inadvertently assumed
some of the responsibility for providing a sense of cohesiveness and interconnectedness among
the various congregations. Despite anti-intellectual sentiments in Churches of Christ viewing all
efforts at higher education, especially in religion, with suspicion, universities like Abilene
Christian University and Pepperdine University were among the first to provide theological
education specifically for Church of Christ constituents as early as 1918 (Foster, 2004).
Education in Churches of Christ. Many clergy members serving Churches of Christ
from the early days of the Restoration Movement through World War II did not have a college
education (Olbricht, 2004a). Those numbers, however, increased significantly after the war, so
that by the beginning of the 21st century, over 90% obtained either a college degree or a
certificate from a church-affiliated school of preaching (Olbricht, 2004a). A number of
universities, colleges, and schools of preaching are affiliated with Churches of Christ. Among
these extant tertiary educational institutions are Abilene Christian University, Faulkner
University, Freed-Hardeman University, Harding University, Lipscomb University, Lubbock
Christian University, Oklahoma Christian University, Pepperdine University, and York
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University. These and several others offer undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral programs in
religion, theology, and secular arenas of study.
In addition to these Christian universities and colleges, several unaccredited schools of
preaching also arose after World War II. These schools, tending to be more conservative than the
church-affiliated Christian universities, usually operate under the oversight of the eldership of a
larger, local congregation and are supported by many smaller and larger churches (Olbricht,
2004a). A prime example of such a school is the Sunset International Bible Institute (SIBI) in
Lubbock, Texas. Under the leadership of Cline R. Paden, the school, formerly known as the
Sunset School of Preaching, began meeting in 1961 and by 2007 was training 250 full-time
students, and had an external studies program “with up to 10,000 students in correspondence, online, and in nearly 400 satellite schools” (Scott, 2007, p. 106). Although the school’s
administrators deliberately chose not to pursue formal accreditation, one may never overestimate
the impact that this particular school has had on clergy, ministry, mission-work, and Churches of
Christ around the world over the last 60 years.
It has been my experience that members of Churches of Christ, who view collegeeducated clergy with distrust and cynicism, tend to be more willing to accept and even welcome
men of the cloth who acquired their credentials through a church-affiliated school of preaching.
Interestingly and sadly, brand loyalty to these church-affiliated schools, colleges, and universities
has dwindled over the last two decades. Ross (2017) reported that over the 18-year period from
2000 to 2018, students identifying with Church of Christ decreased by 51%. This statistic has
inevitable and far-reaching consequences for the immediate and long-term future of these
churches.

25
There has been no shortage in regard to the list of periodicals, journals, newspapers,
publications, and magazines published by the Churches of Christ. In May 1996, the list of these
publications numbered around 1,000 according to Foster et al. (2000). The salient issue here is
that these publications by churches, universities, schools of preaching, and the various
lectureships within this brotherhood cover the spectrum from conservative to liberal and have
had a significant impact on the views of those who minister among these churches. Oklahoma
Christian University’s Christian Chronicle was the most widely read newspaper (read by almost
70% of the clergy), offering a well-balanced coverage of news pertinent to members of Churches
of Christ (Foster et al., 2000). The Spiritual Sword is an example of a publication on the right
wing, while the publication Wineskins would exemplify those on the left side of the liberal–
conservative spectrum (Foster et al., 2000). Interestingly, the age of clergy members was shown
to be a significant predictor of the level of agreement with the views expressed in these
publications, the younger clergy members being less conservative than the older (Foster et al.,
2000).
Bronfenbrenner’s systems of the self and microsystem play important roles in regard to
the clergy member’s educational experiences and preparation for ministry. The influence of a
clergy member’s educational experiences has far-reaching implications in terms of his
credibility, preparedness for, and abilities in the execution of his duties as the spiritual leader
among not only his congregation, but also in the community. Within Bronfenbrenner’s
chronosystem, the ontogenetic and sociohistorical influences of the various publications read by
Church of Christ clergy members may never be overestimated. In addition, these influences,
whether positive or negative, have a bearing on the clergy’s well-being and ultimately their
length of stay in ministry.
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Ministers/Clergy. In their study “Ministers at the Millennium: A Survey of Preachers in
Churches of Christ,” Foster et al. (2000) found that these clergy members generally self-identify
their theological views on a 4-point scale ranging between fundamental, conservative, moderate,
and liberal as primarily either conservative (58.1%) or moderate (31%). The authors admit,
however, that even though the participants in their study chose differing theological labels, they
“may not be very far apart in their beliefs and practices” (p. 70). They concluded their chapter on
the theological beliefs of clergy in the Churches of Christ, by stating: “In other words, even our
liberals are not liberal! . . . the clear picture is that our ministers are among the most conservative
in the American religious scene when judged by their answers to the questions asked” (Foster,
2000, p. 89).
When viewed through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s mesosystem, exosystem, and
macrosystem, Christians are generally considered to be conservative and even fundamental.
From a sociopolitical perspective, believers tend to occupy the right wing of the rather broad
liberal–conservative spectrum. However, from an intra-Christianity perspective, the spectrum is
somewhat narrower so that what may be considered liberal in Christendom is merely moderate
on the secular sociopolitical spectrum. Even though the religious spectrum may be narrower than
the secular, the salient idea here is that clergy members be well-paired with the congregations
they serve in terms of their thinking and beliefs on the conservative–liberal scale. Considering
Bronfenbrenner’s (2001/2005a) premise that “active, evolving biopsychological human
organism(s)” (clergy in this case) both influence and are influenced by their congregations
through their interactions (proximal processes) with their congregations (persons/environments),
one may posit that clergy members whose theological dispositions match closely those of the
congregations they serve, may experience less conflict than the clergy members whose

27
dispositions stand in stark contrast to those of their congregations (p. 6). Interestingly, and what
may seem to be a disclaimer, my experience is that many church conflicts, although touted as
doctrinal in nature, seem to be little more than personality conflicts or disagreements arising
from sources other than the biblical text. Not to minimize the way in which the biblical text is
central to these conflicts and disagreements, the emotional freight carried into these
disagreements often arises from the hermeneutical lenses with which one approaches the biblical
text. These personality and extra-biblical sources of issues too form part of the contextual and
temporal realms in which Bronfenbrenner’s proximal processes operate.
Burnout/Attrition
Clergy Work. As already noted, burnout is a phenomenon that plagues many vocations,
especially the helping professions. People in ministry may be as prone to the effects of burnout
as people serving in any other helping profession. It is precisely due to the nature of their work
that they face the problem of burnout. Clergy members of all faiths nevertheless function to
contribute to their communities’ psychological, emotional, and spiritual health. Several recent
studies pointed to the crucial roles that clergy play not only in the churches they serve but also in
their communities. An important function is the clergyman’s role in achieving “the church’s
mandate to make disciples of all nations (Mt. 28:18-10)” (Joynt, 2019, p. 126). Webb and Chase
(2019) recounted the following ministerial duties as routine: “Clergy prepare and deliver
sermons, lead worship services, officiate weddings and funerals, visit sick and homebound
congregants, and provide counseling to congregants on a myriad of issues” (p. 331).
Additionally, they are often the first responders in times of emotional distress both for their
congregants as well as for almost a quarter of the population of the United States when mental
health emergencies arise (Jang et al., 2017). In a New England Journal of Medicine study of 560
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adults following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, Schuster et al. (2001) found that 90%
of these adults turned to religion in their attempts to cope with their felt stress and trauma. This
figure stands in contrast to the 60% who participated in group activities, and the 36% who made
donations as coping mechanisms. Clergy thus function invaluably not only as first responders,
but as mental health resource persons for their own congregants and society as a whole.
Case et al. (2019) listed six categories in which clergy members function to serve their
congregants and communities: (a) They offer counseling services, often being the first to respond
in times of crisis, (b) they preach sermons to inspire their congregations, (c) they administer rites
of passage, such as weddings and funerals, (d) they mentor others and teach to help their
congregants make meaning of sacred teaching, (e) they also impact the larger community
through community organizing, and (f) they perform administrative tasks including the
supervision of church staff and administration of the church’s finances. Considering the many
and varied responsibilities and duties of ministry, clergy work is a profession requiring a robust
level of emotional stability (Rogowska & Dolega, 2020).
Stressors. Many clergy members also encounter day-to-day the challenge of confronting
the stressors that lead to burnout (Maslach et al., 2001). Noullet et al. (2018) noted that clergy
report experiencing emotional difficulties, including compassion fatigue, secondary trauma, and
burnout as a result of responding to crisis events among their constituents. Even though clergy
may not experience a particular crisis event, counseling the traumatized means that clergy
members often experience that stress somewhat vicariously—a phenomenon known as secondary
trauma (Adams et al., 2017). These authors pointed to the high demands of the profession, which
include “emotional labor, relational intensity, and prolonged, stress-induced physiological overarousal” as well as the “low rewards (such as job instability, low financial compensation, low
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approval from others, or limited ability to influence one’s role)” (Adams et al., 2017, p. 167).
They also affirmed that these stressors can be significantly high for clergy members serving in
even smaller congregations. Interestingly, although Adams et al. (2017) expected that burnout
would be high among clergy members given the high levels of stress that accompany the work of
ministry, they found that clergy burnout rates were not significantly higher than the levels of the
other helping professions. They discovered that clergy experience fewer symptoms of burnout,
especially in the domains of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, than the “average
comparable helping professional” (Adams et al., 2017). These authors also surmised that clergy
burnout rates may be moderated ostensibly and uniquely by their ability to draw on greater
spiritual and theological resources. Although clergy are more exposed to secondary trauma as
first responders than many other helping professionals that do not often function as first
responders, they are not as exposed as others, for example, police and emergency responders
(Adams et al., 2017). Nevertheless, clergy members’ education often includes no training in
coping with secondary trauma or other psychological stressors that derive from their work as
helping professionals. Adams et al. (2017) averred that the sacred nature of ministry, the clergy’s
experience of faith, their satisfaction in ministry, and existential fulfillment may provide clergy
members the much needed sense of self-efficacy to function effectively in their stress-filled
work.
Milstein et al. (2020) concluded their study with the irony that when clergy are
themselves depressed or under such occupational distress, they are less able to provide the
support their communities desperately need. Joynt (2017) thus pointed to the resultant shortage
of clergy in both the Roman Catholic Church and Protestant churches and how this shortage
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negatively impacts community well-being. Adams et al., (2017) concluded their study with the
following assessment:
Given that being clergy is a profession with high interpersonal stress and the requirement
of being on call around the clock, we found that clergy burnout is moderate compared to
that of other professions, suggesting that clergy may have burnout prevention strategies
worth studying. In fact, clergy appear to be doing better than police and emergency
personnel. (p. 170)
Several studies indicated that clergy members feel overworked. Barnard and Curry
(2012) found that 89% of the clergy member participants worked more than 40 hours per week.
In their study of 261 Seventh Day Adventist clergy, Heck et al. (2018) found that their greatest
stressors were a lack of social support, financial stressors, and time/work overload. Webb and
Chase (2019) noted the positive correlation between the number of hours worked per week and
the perceived experience of occupational distress among clergy members. More hours worked
means essentially less time with family and for self-care. Doolittle (2007) noted that clergy
“salary is often not commensurate with their level of education” (p. 35). According to Webb and
Chase (2019), these factors potentially raise the stressfulness of ministry.
The study of how clergy handle the stressors that lead to burnout and attrition may thus
benefit not only clergy members, but their families, the churches they serve, and the
communities in which they live.
Burnout. Francis et al. (2008) noted that many studies operate from a paradigm
maintaining that clergy members are susceptible to a “form of subclinical occupational stress
known as ‘burnout’” (p. 328). Burnout is thus seen to be a result of the peculiar demands of the
various ministries in which clergy members are involved. It is a pervasive problem that affects
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countless individuals in almost any profession, but especially the helping professions (Adams et
al., 2017; Doolittle, 2007). As noted earlier, clergy members are not immune to the problem,
with attrition rates attesting to the ubiquity of burnout in even this profession. Burnout and
attrition affect clergy members who leave ministry for secular work. Elkington (2013) reported
that three pastors in North America leave the ministry every day for secular careers. Chandler
(2009) noted that “burnout is a progressively debilitating problem and continues to be a pastoral
liability” (p. 285).
Although Freudenberger (1974) discussed burnout as a problematic phenomenon, it was
Maslach and Jackson’s seminal study (1981) that described burnout as “a syndrome of emotional
exhaustion and cynicism that occurs frequently among individuals who do ‘people-work’ of
some kind” (p. 99). Emotional exhaustion and cynical attitudes towards one’s clients were
posited as key aspects of this syndrome. A third aspect appears to have been better researched in
their later work. Maslach et al. (2001) defined three dimensions of burnout to include emotional
exhaustion, cynicism or depersonalization, and inefficacy or a reduced sense of accomplishment.
Emotional exhaustion has been the most widely studied aspect of burnout, but it is the other two
aspects that afford burnout the work-related context in which it occurs (Maslach et al. 2001).
Emotional exhaustion reflects the stress experienced but cannot account for the relationship that
people experience with their work. Chandler’s (2009) study showed that spiritual dryness,
defined as a lack of spiritual vitality rather than a lack of spirituality, was the primary predictor
of emotional exhaustion in clergy. Hence, some feel the need to depersonalize or to become
cynical. Depersonalization is an attempt to put distance between oneself and those receiving
one’s services as a way to cope with work overload and the reduced ability to be involved with
and responsive to the needs of others (Maslach et al., 2001). Inefficacy has a more complex
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relationship with the other two aspects of burnout. According to Maslach et al. (2001), it may at
times be a function of emotional exhaustion and, at other times, a function of depersonalization.
It may even in some instances be a function of both. Simply put, both emotional exhaustion and
cynicism interfere with one’s ability to function effectively and hence one’s sense of reduced
personal accomplishment.
Rodgerson and Piedmont (1998) showed how each of these dimensions of burnout are
closely and positively or negatively related to the five-factor model of personality, which
includes neuroticism (the experience of negative affect and emotional stability), openness (being
open to new experiences, values and ideas), extraversion (denoting both the quantity as well as
the quality of interpersonal relations, activity levels, and the need for stimulation), agreeableness
(ways of interacting with others that range from being sympathetic and helpful to those that are
antagonistic and self-centered), and conscientiousness (denoting each individual’s idiosyncratic
tendencies in planning, organizing, and competing).
The Impact of Burnout. The literature is replete with the negative impact that the work
of ministry and its commensurate stressors have had especially on the physical health of clergy
members. The impact of burnout has been studied and documented since its earliest recognition
as a problematic phenomenon. Freudenberger (1974) listed the “feeling of exhaustion and
fatigue, being unable to shake a lingering cold, suffering from frequent headaches and
gastrointestinal disturbances, sleeplessness and shortness of breath” among the physical signs of
burnout. He also listed instantaneous irritation and frustration as two of the many behavioral
signs of burnout (Freudenberger, 1974).
Gwin et al. (2017) noted that in addition to stressors, such as frequent job relocations,
long work hours, lack of privacy, and others, clergy members are more affected by the obesity
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epidemic than the general population. In a study of 150 clergy, Lindholm et al. (2016) found
over 77% to be overweight or obese. The sedentary nature of ministry—many long meetings and
driving long distances to conduct hospital visits—contributes to clergy obesity (Hough et al.,
2019). According to the Mayo Clinic (2020), for the general population, burnout carries weighty
consequences, including fatigue, insomnia, sadness, anger and irritability, alcohol or substance
abuse, heart disease, high blood pressure, Type 2 diabetes, and vulnerability to illnesses.
Mental and spiritual health issues for clergy are myriad. Although depression is not
necessarily job-related, burnout is and is usually resolved when a person leaves his job
(Doolittle, 2007). Other mental and health issues are exhaustion (Adams et al., 2017), loneliness,
and isolation (Scott & Lovell, 2014). Barnard and Curry (2012) found that 40% of clergy
members are not always enthusiastic about their work, 20% feel impatient when dealing with
their congregants, 33% feel depleted, fatigued, irritable, and are frustrated when attempting
meaningful work. Nevertheless, moderate rates for clergy burnout indicate that clergy generally
cope well with the stresses of ministry (Adams et al., 2017).
Studies indicated that older clergy generally are not as susceptible to burnout as younger
clergy (Doolittle, 2007; Scott & Lovell, 2014). Randall’s (2007) study found chronological age
rather than ministry tenure to be negatively correlated to the emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization dimensions of burnout. In other words, the younger the clergy member, the
more prone to emotional exhaustion and depersonalization they may be. He posited that older
clergy members may have developed ways to pace themselves to allay the impact of burnout.
Several studies have investigated interventions clergy might implement to promote
healthier lifestyles (Anshel & Smith, 2014; Gwin et al., 2017; Lindholm et al., 2016).
Interestingly, Anshel and Smith (2014) averred that clergy professionals are in a unique and ideal
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position to promote the physical health of their congregants. They may also develop healthy
practices both in their personal lives and in their ministries that will help them function in
ministry while alleviating the symptoms and experiences of burnout that lead to attrition.
Burning On: Factors Promoting Longevity
A brief overview of the studies assessing the positive factors that promote longevity in
ministry indicates that interest in these factors has been sparse but has increased in recent years.
Several salient categories of positive contributors to longevity have surfaced. These include the
clergy member’s sense of divine calling (Adams et al., 2017; Bickerton et al., 2015; Case et al.,
2019; Chandler, 2009; Doolittle, 2007; Frederick et al., 2018; Joynt, 2019), the clergy member’s
psychological health and emotional intelligence (Avent et al., 2015; Case et al., 2019; Francis et
al., 2019; Jang et al., 2017; Proeschold-Bell et al., 2015; Ruffing et al., 2018; Thomas & Plante,
2015; West, 2016), the clergy member’s practice of self-care and self-compassion (Barnard &
Curry, 2012; Canning, 2011; Tan & Castillo, 2014), the clergy member’s practice of the
Christian disciplines (Bickerton et al., 2015; Frederick et al., 2018), the practice of Sabbathkeeping and the theology of rest (Hough et al., 2019; Gallagher, 2019), the clergy member’s
sense of well-being (Crosby et al., 2020; Hunsaker, 2019; Lee, 1999; Rudolph & Landman,
2019), and rather importantly, the clergy member’s social supportive networks (Dangel & Webb,
2017; Hill et al., 2003; Scott & Lovell, 2015). Heck et al. (2018) averred that a lack of social
support is the primary reason for stress in the clergy member’s life. In their study, Scott and
Sharp (2019) determined that social supportive networks were the primary reason for the
attainment of advanced degrees among a minority population. Pickett et al. (2017) referenced
Dunbar’s numbers in an attempt to verify and assess the applicability of Dunbar’s relational
capacities to ministry life and effectiveness. Interestingly, Heck et al. (2018) found poor
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remuneration to be second to the greatest reason for stress in ministry. This finding is supported
by other studies (Joynt, 2017; Proeschold-Bell et al., 2015). The impact of the ministry on
married couples in ministry may be either positive or negative (Hill et al., 2003; Joynt, 2019;
Kelley et al., 2020; Luedtke & Sneed, 2018). Several studies pointed to the crucial role that
seminary training plays in equipping clergy members with the tools necessary for healthy
functioning in ministry (Abraham, 2020; Barnard & Curry, 2012; Cohall & Cooper, 2010;
Forrest et al., 2017; Muse et al., 2016; Noullet et al., 2018; Randall, 2007; Scott & Sharp, 2019;
Visker et al., 2017; West, 2016). This review of the literature focuses on three essential factors
believed to promote well-being and longevity in ministry. These include a sense of divine
calling, self-care, and social supportive networks.
Sense of Divine Calling. The concept of being called is not unique to religion.
Responding to a vocation is its secular counterpart (Joynt, 2017). For clergy, however, the idea
of being called has a distinctively spiritual or divine aspect. Strunk et al. (2017) defined a divine
calling as the “conviction that God is inviting or ‘calling’ an individual to join with God in
overseeing the church” (p. 540). While Nillsen et al. (2014) affirmed that clergy members
experience a deep sense of satisfaction and experience longevity in ministry as a result of their
sense of being divinely called, Joynt (2017) noted that this sense of divine calling may also
contribute to a lack of longevity and retention among clergy. In relation to their sense of being
divinely called, Joynt (2017) determined that the participants in his study left the ministry for
three reasons: (a) They decided that they had received no calling in the first place, (b) some had
determined that they had a bivocational calling or a seasonal calling, meaning that they were to
do ministry for a time and then something else, and (c) even though some believed they were
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called, they left ministry because of the challenges and opposition they experienced from the
church’s leadership, the congregation, or denominational constraints.
Among the key findings in Joynt’s (2017) study were the following: (a) Not all clergy
feel called, (b) those who continue in ministry without a sense of call, do so viewing their
ministry as a stepping stone to something else, (c) clergy usually prepare for ministry through
formal seminary or Bible college experiences, (d) clergy who left ministry felt that the training
they received did not prepare them adequately for the challenges of ministry, (e) a calling is an
evolving process in which one identifies, sometimes adjusts, considers the costs, and considers
changes in direction, (f) former secular experience is considered conducive to relating to the
experiences of the congregation, and (g) timing for entrance into ministry is crucial, premature
entrance adversely affects longevity. A clergy member’s sense of being divinely called thus
affects not only his initial decision to enter ministry, but his ongoing will or determination to
continue in ministry. Strunk et al. (2017) found that both faithfulness to the pastoral call and
authenticity in community are crucial for efficacy and tenure in ministry.
Frederick et al. (2018) offered alternatives to the traditional categories of burnout—
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. They suggested that a
Christian perspective of burnout includes the categories of calling, apathy, and indifference.
Apathy correlates to emotional exhaustion. Calling correlates to a sense of personal
accomplishment, while indifference has to do with depersonalization. These authors used the
example of Christian counselors, noting that their sense of being called to be Christian
counselors should help them mitigate burnout, and continually appraise and evaluate their
motivations for serving in that role (Frederick et al., 2018). Frederick et al. (2018) reasoned that

37
Christian workers should be able to mitigate the effects of burnout through a process of spiritual
revitalization.
Case et al. (2019) noted that because of the clergy’s sense of divine or sacred call, they
are willing to experience a range of emotions wider than the average American and engage in a
diversity of work. A clergy member’s sense of calling often consists of a combination of their
desire to serve God, having that desire endorsed by a religious leader, and the belief that they
have the skills necessary to succeed in ministry (Case et al., 2019).
Considering Bronfenbrenner’s categories of influence, it is doubtful that these three
aspects of a clergy member’s sense of call constitute the complete list. In Bronfenbrenner’s
category of Self, the individual may experience a sense of call through their personal desire to
serve God, and their belief that they have the skill set necessary to accomplish the work. In the
microsystem, the sense of call may be affirmed through a significant other’s affirmation. How
the sense of call is affected by Bronfenbrenner’s mesosystem may impact their willingness to
continue in ministry. The interactions between the various constituents of the microsystem may
have such a negative influence on the clergy member that they decide to renege on their answer
to their call. On the other hand, seeing the world in dire need of change may also prompt an
individual to answer their call—a response to the influences encompassed within the parameters
of Bronfenbrenner’s macrosystem. Exosystem considerations in terms of church polity and
organization may also function either to affirm or undermine a clergy member’s sense of being
called to full-time ministry.
In Churches of Christ, where there is no governance beyond the local congregation, many
clergy members have questioned their sense of being divinely called when they struggled to find
a congregation with which to work. This would be an example of how Bronfenbrenner’s theory
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of human development and especially the exosystem, impacts a clergy member’s sense of divine
call. As noted above, even the timing of a clergy member’s answer to the call and entrance into
ministry has an impact on the minister’s tenure and longevity in ministry—a consideration
addressed in Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem. Ultimately, a sense of being divinely called is an
initializing motivator without which many would never enter ministry. As such, it is primarily
Bronfenbrenner’s category of the Self that addresses the implications of the clergy member’s
call.
Self-Care. One increasingly common theme dealing with psychological, emotional,
spiritual, and even physical health in recent years is self-care. In the analysis of their seven-year
longitudinal study, Burns et al. (2013) described self-care as the “ongoing development of the
whole person” (p. 61). Expanding on this pithy definition, they viewed self-care as “a holistic
concept that explores how five aspects of one’s life are interwoven: the emotional, spiritual,
social, intellectual, and physical” (p. 63). These authors also believed self-care to be synonymous
with spiritual formation and closely akin to how clergy members deal with their sense of being
divinely called.
The concept of self-care, however, has not always received a favorable response. Burns et
al. (2013) noted three reasons clergy members often reject the idea of self-care: (a) Role
expectations placed on clergy are often unrealistic, and when clergy members are often peoplepleasers, trying to satisfy the church’s expectations becomes an endless task, leaving little time
for themselves, (b) clergy may not always realize the adverse effects that ministry has on their
lives, and (c) clergy tend to “spiritualize away” the need for self-care. These authors noted that
by so doing, clergy members fail to honor the biblical imperatives to love the Lord with all one’s
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heart, soul, mind and strength, and to love others as one loves oneself (New International
Version, 1973/2011, Mk. 12:30-31).
Fuller’s (2018) study highlighting the connection between individual and community
well-being noted that two faulty assumptions emerge from the problematic idea that self-care is
selfish and theologically fallacious. These faulty ideas are that humans, including clergy
members, inevitably use self-care as an excuse to indulge in hedonistic practices, and that selfcare holds the clergy member’s well-being in juxtaposition to that of his community,
presupposing that the two are not interdependent. Scott and Lovell (2015) surmised that clergy
did not implement their self-care interventions because they viewed self-care as self-indulgence
and a luxury that was unaffordable because of the demands of ministry. According to Fuller
(2018), most clergy members are more prone to succumb to the temptation to sacrifice their own
health for the health of their congregations rather than to succumb to the temptation to indulge in
the sin of pride through hedonistic practices. Fuller (2018) thus pointed to the essentiality of the
clergy member’s well-being for the health of the church and the health of the church for the
clergy member’s well-being.
The validity of self-care and its commensurate benefits to both the clergy and that of the
church and community seems to be gaining traction. Acknowledging the taxing and burdensome
demands of ministry, more and more studies have focused on the spiritual, emotional,
psychological, physical, and social well-being of clergy members. Several studies have
suggested coping mechanisms for each of these aspects of a clergy member’s personhood.
Spiritual Well-Being. It may be no surprise that the spiritual discipline of prayer features
as a rather significant, if not the most important, practice contributing to the spiritual health of
clergy (Dunbar et al., 2020). Although Chandler (2009) found that the general idea of spiritual
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dryness correlated positively to the emotional exhaustion dimension of burnout, she did not view
any particular spiritual discipline, such as prayer, meditation, or Bible reading, as the primary
deterrent to burnout. Chandler (2009) suggested that the nurture of each of these spiritual
disciplines would be more effective in allaying the effects of burnout than the nurturing of only
some. Interestingly, Scott and Lovell (2015) noted that clergy members rarely engage in self-care
practices that are not related to the nurture of these spiritual disciplines and spirituality.
Fry (2003) worked on developing the leadership theory popularly known as spiritual
leadership. As it pertains to clergy, this theory bears on both extrinsic and intrinsic motivation,
where extrinsic motivation addresses those factors that motivate clergy members from an
external source, such as remuneration, pressure to perform, and vacation time. Intrinsic
motivators are those factors that are more innate to the clergy member himself. In other words,
these are the things which, for the clergy member, are personally satisfying, interesting, and
enjoyable. Some examples of intrinsic motivators include the sense of having accomplished a
task well and the enjoyment of a task for its own sake. These are higher order needs that, when
met, promote the clergy member’s well-being. Snelgar et al. (2017) found that clergy members
are generally highly intrinsically motivated, most often not having entered ministry for purposes
of financial gain. In his study on the relationship between spiritual leadership, life satisfaction,
and job burnout, Hunsaker (2019) determined that spiritual leadership practices may mitigate the
impact of job exhaustion through a sense of spiritual well-being among employees. In
commenting on the idea that clergy have to draw on every resource, especially every spiritual
resource available, to survive the rigors and stressors of ministry, Doolittle (2007) drew on the
maxim noting that even as there are “no atheists in foxholes,” so too “there are no atheists in
pulpits” (p. 36).
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Emotional Well-Being. Emotional intelligence (EI) has received much attention as social
scientists have recognized and pondered its impact on a wide variety of professions. Daniel
Goleman pioneered the research on emotional intelligence and described the five categories that
comprise EI: (a) self-awareness, which means having a thorough understanding of one’s own
emotions, needs, drives, strengths, and weaknesses; (b) self-regulation, the component of EI that
controls and channels the emotions we feel in helpful ways; (c) motivation, something Goleman
averred all good leaders have, and especially intrinsic motivation; (d) empathy, which is the
thoughtful consideration of others’ feelings; and (e) social skills denoting the ability to manage
relationships with others (Goleman, 1998/2004). He also underlined the crucial role of EI,
contrasting it with such performance enhancing attributes as IQ and technical skills: “But when I
calculated the ratio of technical skills, IQ, and emotional intelligence as ingredients of excellent
performance, emotional intelligence proved to be twice as important as the others for jobs at all
levels” (Goleman, 1998/2004, p. 2). Additionally, he affirmed that EI “is the sine qua non of
leadership” (Goleman, 1998/2004, p. 2).
Recognizing the significant emotional risk and burdens that clergy members face, West
(2016) examined the relationship between EI and job satisfaction and how well clergy members
are professionally trained in the use of the 18 competencies of EI. Using Goleman’s four
domains of EI (self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship
management) as the theoretical framework for his study, West (2016) found EI to be a much
needed and critical element of preparation for ministry. West (2016) cited one participant as
saying, “Much of what trips pastors up in their ministry lives has to do with EI, or the lack of it”
(p. 236). West (2016) also showed that clergy who participated in courses on EI demonstrated
increased self-efficacy and job satisfaction. Interestingly, Boyatzis et al. (2011) found that the
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emotional and social competencies of the clergy are positively related to the satisfaction of the
congregants but not to their attendance or monetary contributions.
Psychological Well-Being. According to Turton and Francis (2007), prayer is not merely
theologically but also psychologically at the heart of Christian ministry. They affirmed that a
disconnect between the practice of prayer and ministry is associated with professional burnout.
They found that confidence in prayer was positively associated with personal accomplishment,
and negatively associated with emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. Additionally, poor
work-related psychological health or professional burnout was positively associated with two
dimensions (low extraversion and neuroticism) of the five-factor model of personality (Turton &
Francis, 2007). Rodgerson and Piedmont (1998) posited that clergy members experiencing an
increase of stress over a short period of time would be more apt to succumb to burnout than those
clergy members who had been dealing with stress over a long period of time. These authors
reasoned that those who had been under stress for a lengthier period of time would have
developed adequate coping mechanisms resulting in continued healthy functioning (Rodgerson
& Piedmont, 1998).
Rather than viewing mental health in terms of mental health problems, Case et al. (2019)
viewed mental health with respect to its positive aspects. These authors conceptualized positive
mental health as including three aspects: (a) experiencing positive emotions, (b) good
psychological functioning evidenced by a sense of purpose, feeling positively in regard to others,
and acceptance of oneself, and (c) good social functioning as evidenced by a sense of belonging,
feeling as though one is part of society and that one has something to give to others. Five themes
emerged from their study: (a) being intentional about one’s health and well-being, (b) the
emphasis of process over outcome in ministry, (c) the importance of setting boundaries, (d) the
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difficulty many have with few or porous boundaries, and (e) ongoing stressors (Case et al.,
2019). Case et al. (2019) concluded by underlining the importance of clergy being proactive in
the pursuit of healthy mental and physical functioning.
Although a thoroughgoing discourse on the theological teachings and implications of the
biblical concept of Sabbath-rest is beyond the scope of this paper, suffice it to mention that this
injunction constituted the fourth command in the decalogue and was a crucial part of the
relationship between God and his people under the Old Covenant (New International Version,
1973/2011, Exod. 20:8-11; Deut. 5:12-15). Noting that some have rejected Sabbath-keeping as
no longer valid, Gallagher (2019) averred that it is “much more than one day, but rather, a Godoriented approach to all life” (p. 141). She asserted that the effects of ministerial stress and
burnout directly influence clergy rates of attrition and their health and well-being. She also
pointed to the efficacy of the practice of Sabbath rhythm in mitigating the effects of burnout and
chronic stress among ministry professionals.
Physical Well-Being. In efforts to ensure the spiritual health of their congregations,
clergy members often neglect their own physical health, which in turn often results in burnout
(Terry & Cunningham, 2019). Those clergy members who incur physical health issues are less
able to help their constituents (Terry & Cunningham, 2019). Reasoning similarly, Visker et al.
(2017) asked the pertinent question: “People count on clergy members for spiritual guidance,
counseling, mentoring, providing essential services, and much more. How can someone
effectively provide for others when they are physically and emotionally shattered?” (p. 957). The
negative effects of the stresses of ministry on the health of clergy have been well-attested (Case
et al., 2019; Gwin et al., 2017; Lindholm et al., 2016; Rosenthal & Alter, 2012; Webb & Chase,
2019).
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In their study of clergy occupational distress, sedentary behavior, and heart disease risk
factors, Webb and Chase (2019) found a positive association between occupational distress and
heart disease risk factors. These authors also found that age rather than years in ministry was a
significant predictor of occupational stress—older clergy reporting less occupational stress than
the younger. Doolittle (2007) found this bifurcation between older and younger clergy to be true
and attributed it to whether a clergy member learns to cope with and adapt to the stresses of
ministry. Those who adapt continue in the vocation, while those who do not adapt burnout and
may even leave the ministry altogether. Ultimately, the value of physical exercise as opposed to
sedentary behavior for clergy of any age should never be overestimated.
Social Well-Being. Self-care concerns addressing the clergy’s social well-being are
treated in the following section, under the heading Social Supportive Networks.
Social Supportive Networks. For the purposes of this study, a third factor that has
proven crucial in terms of the clergy member’s well-being, resilience, and longevity in ministry
is the positive influence of social supportive networks. In a study of a sample of Anglican clergy,
a lack of social support was found to be the primary reason for stress (Heck et al., 2018), while in
another study, social supportive networks were the primary reason African-American males were
successful in their pursuit of advanced degrees (Scott & Sharp, 2019). In their study on the
interaction between self-regard, self-compassion, and self-criticism, Lee and Rosales (2020)
found that social supportive networks have an even greater positive influence on the clergy’s
well-being than does self-compassion. Given their findings regarding the importance of social
supportive networks, these authors concluded that “pastors can be coached on how to cultivate
supportive relationships, be more compassionate toward themselves, and challenge cognitive
distortions associated with inappropriate self-criticism” (Lee & Rosales, 2020, p. 28). The
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positive influence of social supportive networks on members of the clergy should not be
underestimated.
While social supportive networks are crucial to the well-being and optimal functioning of
clergy, it is ironic that these members of society function in a profession in which they often find
themselves lonely and isolated. One study found that clergy, especially those working in rural
areas, “suffer an appreciable degree of loneliness and isolation” (Scott and Lovell, 2015). These
authors also noted that loneliness may be an innate characteristic of the job and, in their study,
showed loneliness to be the primary explanatory variable most closely associated with burnout
and professional excellence.
It is ironic that clergy commonly fail to maintain appropriate boundaries, a construct
conceptually akin to the failure to differentiate self from role—a failing that may originate in
their need to please others (Barnard & Curry, 2012). Case et al. (2019) found that setting
appropriate boundaries between ministry responsibilities and personal life was a key distinction
separating clergy members who flourished in ministry and those who languished, suffering from
low mental health and burnout. Lee (1995) insisted on viewing boundary ambiguity and
congregational intrusiveness in ecological terms through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
theory of human development. Thus, the clergy family’s microsystemic and the congregation’s
exosystemic boundaries obfuscate any clear conceptions of membership and role distinctions,
adding stress to the clergy member’s already stress-filled life.
Commensurate with the popularization of social media, the name Robin Dunbar has
become a household term. Dunbar is the social scientist and anthropologist well-known for his
concentric circles of friendship and Dunbar’s number (Pickett et al., 2017). According to Dunbar
(2010), the maximum number of people with whom anyone may cultivate personalized
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relationships involving “mutual obligation, trust, and reciprocity” is 150 (p. 16). In these circles
of acquaintances, successive layers of friendships are less intense (Dunbar, 2008). Limiting
factors include a lack of time, cognitive constraints, and a lack of emotional reserves to pour into
new relationships (Pickett et al., 2017). In an interesting study by Pollet et al. (2011),
extraversion was found to be positively associated with larger concentric social circles, but
negatively associated with intensely emotional relationships within those circles. Implications of
Dunbar’s number for church growth and each individual’s feeling of being connected to the
church are wide-ranging (Bretherton & Dunbar, 2020). According to Bretherton and Dunbar
(2020), one finding that supported church growth literature, was the consistency of the 150member size limitation of churches served by one clergy member. These authors also found that
active engagement of the church’s membership is essentially inversely proportional to the size of
the congregation (Bretherton & Dunbar, 2020). In other words, the larger the church, the less the
active engagement of the church’s individual members.
Based on Dunbar’s number and their appeal to the social brain hypothesis, Bretherton and
Dunbar (2020) discussed the following implications for church growth:
The disengagement of church members in larger congregations, the self-limiting size of
single-leader churches, the concentric circles of relationship reported in Christian
scripture and church organisation, the numerical thresholds at which growing
congregations report tension and reorganization, and the requirement of small groups to
provide a sense of belonging in larger congregations. (pp. 73–74)
These concerns also bear significantly on the clergy member’s social well-being and
relationships. Although the study by Pickett et al. (2017) found no correlation between having
more than 150 relationships and burnout, the study’s findings supported the idea that humans
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have a limited capacity for the number and intensity of social relationships they may sustain.
They concluded their study by noting that a lack of “best-friend type relationships was also
correlated with lower levels of perceived ministry effectiveness, again suggesting that relational
ministers need a certain level of support and/or intimate relationships to feel as if they are doing
well in ministry” (Pickett et al., 2017, p. 104). It is thus essential that clergy members have the
benefit of several inner-circle, high-quality friends and yet not so many social relationships that
they feel burdened and emotionally drained by having to maintain and pour into each of those
relationships.
Summary
A thorough investigation of the scholarly materials on the subjects of Churches of Christ,
burnout and attrition, and those factors presumed to promote longevity in ministry is essential to
derive appropriate research questions and to the execution of the study itself. The purpose of this
literature review was to locate the problem in the broader scope of scholarly literature.
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory of human development provides an appropriate
theoretical framework for the study. Contextual and historical considerations for Churches of
Christ were articulated with a view to providing situational cues for alignment with the
theoretical framework. I also addressed the problems of burnout and attrition among clergy
members as were the salient factors that positively contribute to longevity in ministry. These
factors include the clergy’s sense of divine call, their self-care practices, and the social
supportive networks available to them.
Chapter 3 presents the research methodology used to execute the study. Rather than using
a phenomenological approach, I used an inductive qualitative interview methodology to explore

48
the research questions. Chapter 3 also presents the study’s population, materials and instruments,
data collection and analysis, ethical considerations, assumptions, limitations, and delimitations.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
Clergy members function in many ways to support, encourage, and enable the healthy
functioning not only of their congregations, but of their communities and society. Various
stressors and strains accompany the many roles they fulfill in society. These stressors and strains
often lead to clergy burnout and even attrition. The negative impact of the burnout experienced
by these clergy members has grave consequences for clergy, their families, their congregations,
and their communities. Given these grave consequences, it is not surprising that the literature is
rife with studies on burnout and its impact on various professions, especially the serviceoriented, people-helping professions. What is surprising is that relatively little empirical research
has focused on the factors that promote the health and general well-being of clergy members,
although this has gained interest in recent years. It is critical that the factors that lead to burnout
and attrition be replaced with factors that fuel longevity in ministry.
The purpose of this qualitative research study was to identify and examine those factors
that promote longevity in ministry. Those factors promoting burnout and attrition should be
replaced with factors that promote the health, well-being, and optimal functioning of clergy
members and their households. The implementation of such interventions would enable clergy
members to serve out their calling to minister to the people of God. Churches would thus benefit
from their relationships with the ministries of these longer-tenured clergy members.
Communities too would benefit from healthy, vibrant, fully functioning churches that make a
difference in their respective communities. The proposed study sought to explore those factors
that promote well-being, work engagement, and longevity among a population of Church of
Christ clergy (Hunsaker, 2019).
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A reiteration of the study’s research questions may prove helpful here. The research
question was the following: How do long-tenured clergy members understand the factors that
promote longevity in their ministries? The four subquestions are the following:
RQ1: How do clergy perceive their sense of divine call and its effect on ministry
longevity?
RQ2: How do clergy perceive self-care and its effect on ministry longevity?
RQ3: How do clergy perceive social supportive networks and their effect on ministry
longevity?
RQ4: How do clergy perceive environmental factors and their effect on ministry
longevity?
This chapter sets forth the methodology employed in the execution of this study. First, I
describe the research design, followed by the study’s methods and descriptions of the population
and study sample. The chapter also describes and explains the study’s materials and instruments,
data collection and analysis procedures, ethical considerations, and assumptions. The chapter
concludes with a discussion of the study’s limitations, delimitations, and a summary of the
chapter’s contents.
Research Design and Methodology
The research design of this study took an inductive qualitative interview approach. In
spite of their commitment to the constructivist approach, Guba and Lincoln (1994) frankly noted
that in contrast to the “hard” sciences, such as mathematics, physics, and chemistry, some
sciences, such as biology and the social sciences, are referred to as “soft” sciences “less with
pejorative intent than to signal their (putative) imprecision and lack of dependability” (p. 106).
Positivist approaches, however, are not without their weaknesses and flaws. Guba and Lincoln

51
(1994) proceeded to offer a few pertinent criticisms of the quantitative, positivist approaches and
along with a discussion of their preferred approach, finally asserted that the “paradigm wars”
were unnecessarily overdrawn and “more confrontational than necessary” (p. 116). According to
Rubin and Rubin (2012), the use of the inductive qualitative interview methodology is an option
that is well-suited for eliciting “fuller and more creative results” when investigating a world that
is multifaceted and complicated. These authors noted that, depending on what one wishes to gain
from a particular study, the positivist approach inherent in many quantitative studies is not
always the best way to approach a scientific investigation. Rubin and Rubin (2012) thus
proposed a responsive interviewing model for conducting certain studies in which the questions
may change depending on the answers of the interviewees, and participants may be interviewed
even multiple times depending on the quality of the data secured. Quantitative approaches work
with closed questions attempting to quantify various phenomena, while qualitative approaches
use open questions in an attempt to assign meaning to these phenomena (Mayer, 2015).
Contrasting a quantitative approach with a qualitative one, Rubin and Rubin (2012) noted, “The
counting aspects of the research, though useful, tell only a small part of the story, and not always
the most interesting or useful part” (p. 6). Depth of understanding rather than breadth is the
purpose of Rubin and Rubin’s (2012) responsive interviewing technique. To achieve this desired
depth of understanding, it is crucial that flexibility in research design is maintained to be able to
adjust to whatever the need of the moment.
According to federal regulations, the degree to which a study’s findings and results may
be generalized is one of the components that allows it to qualify as research—research that is
subject to the regulations governing the protection of study participants (Protection of Human
Subjects, 2018). It is because of this generalizability factor and that the study’s participants fall
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under the technical definition of “human subjects,” (that is, not the deceased), that this study was
subject to the federal regulations regarding the protection of human subjects.
Population
Over the last several decades, clergy members in various denominations have received
increasing scholarly attention in regard to their experiences of burnout, attrition, and the factors
that promote clergy well-being. Clergy members serving Churches of Christ, however, have
received far less attention. This study focused on how members of this population believed
various factors affected their well-being and ministry longevity.
The population from which the study’s sample originated was that of Church of Christ
clergy members who minister specifically in West Texas and Eastern New Mexico. This was the
population from which the study’s research questions were designed to gather data. The study’s
purpose was to answer the research questions as they pertained to this particular population. Due
to such factors as their belief in the doctrine of church autonomy and the lack of church
government beyond the local congregation, this population has proven to be one from which the
extraction of valid scientific quantitative data has been difficult to obtain (Foster et al., 2000).
High-quality qualitative data, however, need not demand a vast population from which to elicit
that data. This study focused rather on a high-quality, smaller sample in an effort to reach a
saturation point—the point at which the data gleaned are redundant and the researcher learns
nothing new (Seidman, 2019).
A number of terms are used to denote those employed to preach from a church pulpit and
carry out ministerial duties. These terms include preachers, pulpit ministers, pastors, clerics,
priests, evangelists, clergy, and ministers. Although members of Churches of Christ do not
normally refer to their free-church, unordained pulpit ministers as clergy, for the purposes of this
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study, I used the more formal terms “clergy” and “clergy members” because of their appeal to
and inclusion of a more general and wider audience.
Membership in Churches of Christ in the United States is estimated at approximately
1,095,000 attendees in 11,914 congregations (Royster, 2020). According to the latest estimates,
some 7,000 clergy members preach for these congregations (Internet Ministries, 2022). It is
estimated that roughly two million people around the world are members of the church with
about 450 foreign clergy members supported by these churches (Internet Ministries, 2022).
Interestingly, these numbers represent a drastic decrease in membership and the number of extant
congregations over the last 17 years. Olbricht (2004) cited the following figures: over 3 million
in membership and over 13,000 congregations of Churches of Christ in 2004. It is from the
population of clergy members who serve in these churches that I selected the sample for this
study.
Study Sample
Rubin and Rubin (2012) noted that recruiting participants with firsthand experience and
knowledge is far more desirable than those whose experience or knowledge is secondhand. Thus,
clergy members serving only in Churches of Christ were eligible for participation in this study.
These clergy members were male, served preferably at one church for a minimum of 10 years,
and served preferably as pulpit ministers for the bulk of that time. This study was confined to the
American Southwest and included only White Americans because racial differences may have
introduced unforeseen variables, obfuscating the study in unanticipated ways (Appendix A).
Seidman (2019) noted that purposeful sampling is a highly effective technique, especially
when random sampling may not be an option. For the purpose of this study, I invited, via email,
eligible clergy members from the Churches of Christ to participate. Because of my own tenure in
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ministry circles, I knew several of the participants personally. Follow-up emails were sent to set
dates for the interviews, which I conducted and recorded using the Zoom internet platform.
Three to four days prior to the dates on which the interviews took place, I sent the interview
questions to the participants so that they could contemplate their answers beforehand and be
better prepared to offer substantive responses to the questions.
As noted above, several of the participants in this study were people I have known for
many years, but all conformed to the demographic parameters set forth in the study. These
parameters include the delimitation of the sample to the Southwestern United States and to only
those individuals who have been employed in full-time ministry for a minimum of 10 years in
Churches of Christ. Preference was given to clergy who had spent those years with only one
congregation. Disability was not a criterion for selection purposes. Race and nationality,
however, was limited to White American clergy members, because factors of longevity could be
different across different groups.
Brinkmann (2013) asserted: “Qualitative analyses may be useful and enlightening even
when based on very small bodies of nonrandom data, and they might still be used as a basis for
some kind of generalization of the results” (p. 90). He continued by noting that it is not the
number of participants that truly matters as much as it is the quality of the analysis (Brinkmann,
2013). Too large a sample conveys the study past the point of saturation and into the realm of
redundancy in the data acquired. Saldaña (2011) noted that interviewing 10 to 20 participants is
ideal to ensure credibility and trustworthiness in the study’s findings. This study projected a final
sample of between 10 and 12 participants. Seidman (2019) offered two criteria for determining
how many participants are enough for a particular study. These are sufficiency—whether there
are enough in the sample to adequately represent the population, and saturation—the point at
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which the sample starts repeating the information garnered. Seidman (2019) also posited that
although saturation and sufficiency are critical in determining how many participants to
interview, other factors also play a role; those factors include financial resources, time, and
others. I anticipated that this sample would suffice to inform and provide robust data that would
answer the research questions posed in this study.
Materials/Instruments
The materials for this study included basic demographic questions (Appendix A), and the
research and interview questions that were developed with the aid of the guidance and advice of
my dissertation chair and committee (Appendix B). These interview questions were rigorously
designed to elicit the information, including anecdotal material and stories, that answered the
research questions. On the dissertation chair’s advice, a field test using these questions proved
helpful in revising and honing the questions to maximize their utility in answering the research
questions.
The overarching question in this study aimed to discover and explore those factors that
clergy members believed to most profoundly promote longevity in ministry. The study’s research
or subquestions derive from the extant literature, which prominently addressed the clergy’s sense
of divine calling, their practice of self-care, and their social supportive networks. The fourth
research question addressed other factors, especially environmental ones, which could have
included such factors as the sociopolitical climate of the region in which the clergy live and
work.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005a, 2005b) theory of the ecology of human development
offered utility as a theoretical framework, which addressed the concerns encapsulated within
these research questions. The questions exploring the clergy’s sense of divine calling sought to
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discern what may well be the clergy member’s earliest inclinations to answer the call to ministry
and how that sense of calling relates to ministry longevity. Two of Bronfenbrenner’s categories
address this factor contributing to longevity—the Self and the microsystem. Bronfenbrenner
(1979) asserted that “behavior evolves as a function of the interplay between person and
environment” (p. 16). Divine calling may be viewed as a construct including several constituent
parts. These parts fall into either of Bronfenbrenner’s aforementioned categories and help
researchers understand how they in turn affect ministry longevity.
Self-care issues and practices also fall into Bronfenbrenner’s categories of the Self and
the microsystem because of their importance and priority of placement in a clergy member’s life.
A clergy member’s social supportive networks are part of the mesosystem and exosystem
categories. The open-ended interview question regarding other environmental factors influencing
longevity in ministry were addressed as part of the concentric circle known as Bronfenbrenner’s
macrosystem.
Data Collection and Analysis Procedures
The primary method for data collection that I used is the online application Zoom. This
video application allowed live interviews to be conducted and recorded. The study’s participants
received email recruitment letters, asking for their participation in the study. I refrained from
offering any incentives, prizes, or money to the participants so as not to bias anyone’s decision
either to participate or the answers they offered during the interview procedures. Participants
were asked for consent and by continuing with the interview, acknowledged that consent was
forthcoming (Protection of Human Subjects, 2018). They were also made aware of their rights,
including their right to withdraw from the study at any time without any fear of repercussions
(Protection of Human Subjects, 2018).
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Data Collection
Saldaña (2011) averred that among studies in the qualitative research genre, interviews
were among the most common form of data collection. He posited this because interviews
“directly solicit the perspectives of the people we wish to study” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 75). Seidman
(2019) warned against the inherent danger of this type of data collection format, writing that one
might convey the idea that the utilitarian nature of this technique is paramount, rather than the
relationship. This danger was thwarted because I was cognizant of its presence and I worked to
build relationship and rapport with the interviewee in the short time available. Care in building
rapport, however, was exercised, because too much rapport may have unduly influenced and
even distorted the interviewees’ responses (Seidman, 2019). Mayer (2015) noted that
semistructured interviews are flexible “in terms of order of the questions and standardization,
meaning the researcher can rephrase inquiries or interrogate in more depth if it suits the research
questions” (p. 27). Semistructured interviews was the preferred method for interacting with the
study’s participants.
Trustworthiness in qualitative studies is a major issue for scientific studies of any nature.
Leavy (2011) commented on the appropriateness of the terms validity, reliability, and
generalizability when referencing positivist approaches to research, but noted that their
conceptualizations need to be reworked for qualitative studies. Seidman (2019) recognized an
important distinction between quantitative and qualitative methods. In qualitative studies, the
data collection instrument (the human interviewer) is part of the process, adding the inescapable
aspect of a certain amount of subjectivity. He affirmed, however, that rather than disparaging the
interviewer’s influence, the interviewer can be a wonderfully adaptable and intelligent
instrument responding with empathy, skill, and understanding. Seidman (2019) also noted that
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because the interviewer is trying to understand what meaning the interviewee assigns to his life’s
experiences, it is rational to have confidence in the validity of the individual interviewee’s
responses.
Trustworthiness, according to Connelly (2016), includes four aspects: credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and transferability. She noted that a fifth aspect, authenticity, for
which there is no correlation in quantitative studies, is that area which “represents the advantage
of qualitative research to portray fully the deep meaning of a phenomenon to increase readers’
understanding” (Connelly, 2016, p. 436). According to Connelly (2016), credibility references
confidence in the truth of a study and thus in the study’s findings. Dependability is that feature
that calls into account the stability of the study’s data over time. She asserted that confirmability
is the degree to which a study’s findings could be replicated. Transferability, although sometimes
seen as analogous to generalization in quantitative studies, is different from generalization
because the researcher does not affirm that what he has discovered is everyone’s story or
experience (Connelly, 2016).
While the validity of any empirical study is of critical concern, Rubin and Rubin (2012)
raised the issue of believability as being of particular importance in qualitative studies. They
define believability as pertaining to the truthfulness of the responses of the interviewees. Several
factors may work together to distort these responses, including the pressure interviewees may
feel to say what they believe you want them to say (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Although these
authors conceded that lying is not a major problem, they encouraged researchers to choose
interviewees carefully and to build questions in such a way that minimizes distortions, deliberate
omissions, and exaggerations. These authors also suggested that building redundancy into the
research design is key to eliciting frank and candid responses (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). It is not
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anticipated that lying will be a problem among this clergy sample, being men of the cloth.
However, unconscious biases that lead to inadvertent distortions in responses are inevitable and
it behooves the researcher to be cognizant of the numerous ways in which the collected data may
have been skewed.
Mayer (2015) noted that triangulation is an important technique that affords credibility to
a study’s findings. Triangulation is a technique that compares the data from various sources,
analyzing the convergences of that data in an effort to enhance confidence in the study’s results
(Mayer, 2015). I planned to solicit from the interviewees references to any materials and works,
such as devotionals they use, that might corroborate their responses to the questions posed.
Saldaña and Omasta (2018) claimed that any data gathering method can assist in the collection of
relevant insights, but that interviews are the more direct route to obtaining the information
desired. These authors asserted that qualitative studies rely heavily on the interview for data
collection. This assertion, however, does not rule out the use of textual documents, visual, and
media materials (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). These materials may then be used in triangulating
the data gathered.
The data collection methods for this study focused primarily on the video call using the
Zoom platform. I planned to make the initial contact with prospective participants via telephone
calls. The questionnaires were emailed to those contacts willing to participate in the study. These
were sent three to four days prior to the video interviews, allowing the participants time to think
deeply about their answers, generating a rich, thick, and robust body of evidentiary data. The
recorded video calls were of the semistructured interview type leaving the participants open to
the possibility of follow-up calls when necessary. Each call was limited to a maximum time of
90 minutes. Leavy (2017) distinguished between six kinds of field notes including: (a) on-the-fly
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notes which note the words or phrases one wishes to remember, (b) thick descriptions which are
highly detailed descriptions of the context and records the participants’ actual words, (c)
summary notes which are daily or weekly summations of the ongoing work, (d) reflexivity notes
which comment on the researcher’s feelings, issues, and relationships in the field, (e)
conversation and interview notes which include notes about each formal and informal topic as
well as follow-up questions, and (f) interpretation notes which constitute the researcher’s sensemaking thoughts and comments. Each of these types of field notes have their place in a study of
this nature and one may easily see how each may have been helpful in the process of data
collection for this study. Saldaña and Omasta (2018) emphasized that in order for transcripts (or
field notes) to be of any value at all, they have to be accurate. Every effort was made to ensure
accuracy and validity in the data collection and transcription processes.
Data Analysis
Once collected, the data were processed and analyzed. I used the transcription software
platform, Otter.ai, to convert the data from an audio format to a textual format. The data were
then coded, themed, and analyzed manually. Although modern Computer Aided Qualitative Data
Analysis Software programs (CAQDAS) are feature-rich and can facilitate the use of mixed
methods approaches and qualitative research, I decided to do this analysis manually, primarily
because of its smaller data size. Saldaña (2013) suggested that for small research projects,
manual coding and analysis would no doubt suffice for the author to take ownership of the data
at hand. However, today’s CAQDAS programs may be indispensable, especially when dealing
with much data and multiple researchers (Saldaña, 2013). I believed that the powerful analytic
features of CAQDAS programs would have been of relatively minimal benefit to this smallerscale research project.
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Saldaña (2011) noted that the human propensity for finding patterns spills over into
qualitative analytics. This constitutes a primary step in the process of analyzing the accumulated
qualitative data. It is from this rich collection of data that the researcher then categorizes and
organizes the meaning-rich units to better grasp and understand each one’s particular features
and their relationships to other parts of the whole (Saldaña, 2011).
Coding is an important part of the analytic process, especially in qualitative research.
Values coding is the specific method I used in this study. According to Saldaña (2011), using this
method of coding helps one to explore “intrapersonal, interpersonal, and cultural constructs or
ethos” (p. 105). He defined values coding as the following:
A value (V) is what we attribute as important, be it a person, thing, or idea. An attitude
(A) is the evaluative way we think and feel about ourselves, others, things, or ideas. A
belief (B) is what we think and feel as true or necessary. (Saldaña, 2011, p. 105)
He also admitted that this form of coding is difficult, but the depth of meaning to be gained is
worth the effort. Values coding distinguishes between values, attitudes, and beliefs. It is
precisely because the distinctions between these are difficult to ascertain that the process itself is
challenging (Saldaña, 2011).
In his manual on coding, Saldaña (2013) asserted that coding is one option for analyzing
qualitative data, but not the only option. Having secured his place in history as a noteworthy
authority on coding, he nevertheless stated: “I prefer that you yourself, rather than some
presumptive theorist or hardcore methodologist, determine whether coding is appropriate for
your particular research project” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 2). Noting the bifurcation between qualitative
research methodologists, who believe that even the minutiae need to be coded, and those who
would easily dispose of up to two-thirds of the collected data, Saldaña (2013) averred that,
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feeling secure in what is salient and important, he would “code only what rises to the surface” (p.
16). Both attribute coding and subcoding are “appropriate for virtually all qualitative studies, but
particularly for those with multiple participants and sites, and studies with a wide variety of data
forms (e.g., interview transcripts, field notes, journals, documents, diaries, correspondence,
artifacts, video)” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 70). In vivo coding is the process that uses the interviewees’
own words to derive the codes used in the study. Saldaña (2011) suggested placing these code
words and phrases in quotation marks to designate that they are the very words of the
interviewees. Even as a title represents a book, film, or poem’s primary content, “so does a code
represent and capture a datum’s primary content and essence” (Saldaña, 2021, p. 6). These are
the primary coding techniques that I used in this study.
Although all data are potentially valuable, it is critical that the researcher maintains the
priority of answering the research questions, selecting and analyzing those data which most
likely yield the information useful for their particular study (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).
Condensing, coding, theming, interpreting, and evaluating are the techniques I used to analyze
the data for the study (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). While condensing reduces the volume of the
transcripts to roughly one-third, coding is the process that uses the interviewees’ own words to
classify the data generated. In vivo coding was favored for this study because it uses the
interviewees’ own language and does not limit one’s focus such that codes develop organically
(Leavy, 2017). Interpretation is the process that tries to make sense of what has been learned. It
develops meaning by looking for patterns and links across the data especially in regard to
different concepts, categories, and themes (Leavy, 2017). In evaluating the study, it was critical
to establish validity, speaking to the credibility and trustworthiness of the project (Leavy, 2017).
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Ethical Considerations
As a result of numerous abuses that seemed to plague earlier research, strict federal
regulations were set in motion to govern research and protect the participants and society from
further abuse. Hence the existence of mandated Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) and the
regulations of the informed consent processes (Seidman, 2019; see Appendix D). The IRB
process alerts researchers to the absolute necessity of making every effort to assure that no study
prospect is harmed either by participation in the study or by refusing to participate (Appendix C).
I understood that it was my responsibility to take steps to assure and maintain
confidentiality of all data collected and to comply with Abilene Christian University’s IRB
requirements in regard to how these data are collected, processed, maintained, published, and
eventually archived and destroyed. Study participants were made aware of their rights to choose
to participate in the study, to choose not to participate, and to choose to withdraw from
participation at any point during the course of the study. They were informed that there would be
no negative repercussions as a result of failure to participate or to continue as a participant in the
study at any time (Protection of Human Subjects, 2018).
As an ethical imperative, Seidman (2019) underlined the importance of treating
participants not merely as a means to an end, but as ends in and of themselves. Biblical literature
is replete with the injunction to treat others with the greatest of respect (New International
Version, 1973/2011, Phil. 2:3f; I Pet. 2:17; 3:8, 16). The Christian attitudes of humility, kindness,
gentleness, consideration, and several others ought to guide not only those who profess to be
Christians, but also those whose studies include research participants. It was my goal to meet the
highest of ethical standards while executing this study.
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Assumptions
An important assumption in this study was that the sample selected was a realistic
representation of the population of Church of Christ/Christian Church clergy. This assumption
bore on the generalizability of the study’s findings, if not for clergy in general, then at a
minimum, for clergy serving Churches of Christ. The greater the degree of representation, the
better the transferability factor.
Second, it was assumed that the interview questions and protocols were valid and that
together with the analytical procedures adopted, they would produce results that answered the
research questions.
By way of a corollary, a third assumption was that the participants would respond to the
research and interview questions in ways that were truthful and honest. It was hoped that these
data would help clergy, churches, and universities/seminaries better understand those coping
mechanisms and healthy practices that foster longevity in ministry.
Limitations
The relatively small number of participants may have been a significant limitation.
Although a saturation point may be reached with even so small a number of participants, a larger
sample size would have confirmed the attainment of a saturation point. Interestingly, Brinkmann
(2013) noted that in one qualitative study, thematic saturation was reached at only eight
participants.
This study also lacked the inclusion of female clergy members. The inclusion of female
clergy, although extremely rare among Churches of Christ, may reveal other coping mechanisms
and practices that promote well-being and longevity in ministry.
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My biases may have been of a significant magnitude because I am presently serving as a
full-time pulpit minister and, in the past, served one congregation as a youth minister for nine
years and another congregation as the pulpit minister for 14 years. Longevity in ministry is
something about which I am passionate, seeking to promote that kind of ministry. This bias may
have functioned as a lens through which the data may have been viewed askew and distorted.
Delimitations
The scope of this study was limited to clergy members within Churches of Christ. This is
a population that has been the subject of few scholarly studies—especially those seeking to
identify the factors that promote longevity in ministry among this population.
This study was also limited to White American clergy. Studies including Church of
Christ clergy of other races would no doubt shed light on these factors as they pertain to other
ethnicities. While such studies may produce a wealth of overlap, they would also shed light on
those factors which uniquely contribute to a better understanding of the factors promoting
longevity among the clergy of those races.
The study also excluded any clergy who may have developed significant longevitypromoting strategies in their ministries but do not quite have the 10-year service minimum
required by the study’s parameters. This may be a consideration which future studies could take
into account.
Preference was given to clergy members serving in pulpit positions, but other clergy
positions were not necessarily excluded. This preference was due in part to the similar
experiences these ministers share as often the only full-time staff especially in smaller
congregations. The disparate experiences between pulpit clergy and those serving youth, for
instance, may be distal enough to warrant a similar but entirely separate study.
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Summary
This chapter provided a brief overview of the study’s purpose with a reiteration of the
study’s research questions and discussed the methodology used in the study. The research design
and method were put forward including a discussion of the study’s population and study sample.
The next section introduced the materials and the instruments that were employed in executing
the study. The chapter also included elucidations of the study’s data collection and analysis
procedures, ethical considerations, and assumptions. The chapter concluded with a discussion of
its limitations and delimitations.
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Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this qualitative research study was to identify and examine those factors
promoting longevity in ministry. It is important to replace the factors that lead to burnout and
attrition with positive interventions, elements, and practices. As proposed earlier in this paper,
identifying the factors that promote longevity in ministry would allow seminary faculties to
adjust their curricula to incorporate the nurturing of these factors in their students with a view to
lengthening the tenure of those entering ministry. For those already engaged in full-time
ministry, the incorporation and implementation of these interventions should prove insightful and
conducive to ministry health, well-being, and longevity. Individual congregations also stand to
reap the benefits of healthier ministry efforts, relationships, and interventions that promote
ministry longevity.
In this chapter, I present the results of my qualitative research study. Of the 15
individuals contacted as part of the study’s population, the sample included only 12 participants.
The sample proved sufficient to reach a point of saturation (Seidman, 2019). These participants
were interviewed using the popular Zoom platform. The interviews consisted of four research
questions and 14 interview questions. I sent, via email, the research and interview questions to
each of the participants a few days prior to the interviews, so that they could spend some time
thinking deeply about how they might respond to the questions. The interviews were recorded
digitally and then transcribed using the online program Otter.ai. I manually performed the data
analysis, including coding and theming, instead of using any CAQDAS program. I used a
combination of coding methods including in vivo and narrative coding (Saldaña, 2021). Coding
categories emerged primarily from the data analysis process although an a priori development
was certainly part of that process.
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In Table 2, I provide age and tenure related demographics for the study (N = 12).
Table 2
Participant Demographics
Name

Age

Years in ministry

Began ministry at age

Abel

57

30

27

Bill

67

33

34

Cain

72

50

22

Dan

58

40

18

Evan

64

30

34

Frank

52

33

19

Gavin

46

24

22

Harold

47

25

22

Ian

65

46

19

Jeff

56

34

22

Kent

63

40

23

Larry

59

35

24

Totals

706

420

286

Note. Throughout this study I used pseudonyms to protect the participants’ anonymity and to
guard against the possibility of reidentification.
An overview of this table reveals that the mean age of the interviewees was 58.83 years.
The oldest of the participants was 72 and the youngest was 46, a range of 26 years, the outlier
being 72. Together the participants accumulated a robust 420 years of full-time ministry, for an
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average of 35 years in ministry. These figures also show that the majority of the participants
entered into ministry during their early twenties, presumably upon graduating college. Three
participants entered into ministry during their teenage years, while only two entered into ministry
when they were 34 years of age. Exactly 50% of the sample (six individuals) entered into
ministry during their early twenties and only one when he was 27 years of age.
What follows in this chapter are the results of this study. I present the participants’
responses to each of the research/interview questions. For the sake of anonymity, pseudonyms
were assigned to the participants.
Question 1: Tell Me About Your Experience of How God Called You to Ministry?
Responses to the question regarding what constituted these ministers’ divine calling or
how God called them to ministry varied widely but showed several consistent themes at the same
time. None of the participants recalled experiencing any metaphysical apparition or any other
sort of epiphany calling them to ministry. This commonality among the participants was not
surprising given the theological heritage of Churches of Christ. It would certainly be uncommon
for clergy members in these conservative Christian congregations to attest to having received a
dramatic divine calling akin to that of the biblical prophet Samuel (New International Version,
1973/2011, I Sam. 3) or the Apostle Paul (New International Version, 1973/2011, Acts 9).
Nevertheless, each of the participants affirmed the experience of having received a divine calling
as evidenced through their experiences, opportunities, and other earthly phenomena. This is
consistent with the church’s general belief that God no longer works miraculously, but that he
nevertheless is active in the world. Four of the participants referenced the idea of their calling
having been a process rather than a singular event. Frank asserted that his calling was “never one
great call.” Ian viewed his calling as “a progressive thing” that matured over a period of years.
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Caleb simply noted that his “was a process,” while Gavin said, “My call was a slow trickle.”
Kent similarly affirmed: “My calling was by experience.” In each case, the study participants
unanimously harbored a definitive sense of having been called by God to serve in full-time
ministry.
Among the most cited of experiences defining their calling was the influence of
significant others who planted the seed when these men were young. Eight of the 12 participants
said that their preacher and or other preachers had encouraged them to become preachers. Most
of the participants could have named particular preachers who influenced them to become clergy
members. Frank remembered that his preacher informed him when he was about five years old:
“Someday, you’re going be a preacher.” Six participants explicitly noted that their parents or
other family members had prompted them to pursue a life of ministry. One participant recounted
an event in which he experienced as a young child a perilous illness. His parents prayed that if
the Lord would heal him, they would give him to back to God for God’s glory. The young child
recovered from the illness and they did as they said, although they never pressured him into
ministry. That story was related to him by his parents long after he had chosen a life of ministry.
It served powerfully to reaffirm his career choice and his dedication to ministry. Four of the 12
participants noted that the church’s lay leadership or elders, and other church members had
pointed them toward a life of pulpit ministry. Two of the respondents noted that it was at college
that they were influenced by Christian friends and the brokenness of the world to become
ministers. Interestingly, only one of the 12 participants was not “born and raised” in the church.
These findings are consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s emphasis on the impact of the microsystem
on the psychology of the developing child. Parents arguably have more influence on their
children than any other influencers. However, significant others wield great influence, molding a
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child’s future in powerful ways so as to set the child on a particular path or career.
Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem also plays a role in the life of the child as may be seen in the fact
that most of the participants were influenced as young children to set their sights on becoming
preachers. The timing influence of the ontogenetic chronosystem served powerfully in each of
these cases to engender not merely the choice of ministry as a career, but also to foster ministry
longevity.
Several of the participants mentioned a desire to do ministry that became apparent at a
relatively early age. Even though Dan initially did not want to preach, he nevertheless “had a
heart for ministry” and thought, at a young age, that ministry was the most important thing he
could do. Frank noted that, by the time he was 15 years old, he felt passionate about doing
ministry. Ian too felt that at 17 years of age, he was committed to a life of ministry. Another
participant felt passionate about helping teens. These clergy members viewed their desire and
passion for ministry as an integral component of their call to ministry. The study failed to
explore whether that desire was viewed as a gift from the God or merely self-developed. Either
way it is seen, the fact remains that the clergy members I interviewed understood that their desire
to perform and excel in ministry was a part of their divine calling. The consequences of these
participants’ early desire to minister are consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s explication of the
power of the chronosystem’s ontogenetic influence on the development of the person.
At least three other factors seem to feature prominently as facets of the participants’ sense
of calling. Having the opportunity to speak publicly even in their youth was an important aspect
of the respondents’ call. These opportunities to speak ranged from presenting a five-minute
devotional talk to presenting a full-length 25-minute sermon. Both Gavin and Ian remembered
leading songs when they were five years old. On the other hand, Frank noted that he was not a
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good song leader and so was encouraged to present only the devotional talks at church. As the
participants developed their public speaking abilities, several of them seized the opportunities
they had to fill in as substitute preachers for various smaller congregations. Bill affirmed that
God was the one who opened and closed doors of opportunity. Inherent in this language is the
affirmation that God plays an important role in calling his people to serve by providing the
opportunities to serve. These speaking opportunities thus served to hone the skills of the young
would-be preachers and helped to mold them into the professionals they are today.
Aptitude is another of the facets of their calling that featured prominently. At age 15,
Frank already knew that public speaking or preaching was “what I’m good at.” His experience at
college reinforced his notion that preaching was his divine gift. Gavin proffered the statement:
“Ministry is what I was made for.” He used the illustration of using the right tool for the job,
such as using a hammer to hit a nail. Jeff described his aptitude for ministry as “a fish that fell
into water.” This aspect of the participants’ response correlates to Bronfenbrenner’s analysis of
the system of the Self or Individual. Several biblical passages affirm that God is the originator of
the gifts, aptitudes, resources, talents, and abilities that humans have. These are gifts given by
God (New International Version, 1973/2011, Rom. 12:3-8; I Cor. 12:4-11; I Pet. 4:10-11). To
that extent, God also wants his people using those gifts and calls them to use their divine
giftedness in his service. These study participants believed strongly that they are thus gifted for
ministry and are answering God’s divine call to minister.
Training and education also featured as part of what these participants viewed as their
calling. At various stages of the interviews, each of the participants reminisced about or at least
referenced their experiences in either the preaching schools as described in Chapter 2 or the
Christian universities affiliated with Churches of Christ. Several of the participants mentioned
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the recognition of their own inadequacy and ill-preparedness for a life of ministry prior to
attending a preaching school or Christian university. Bill “felt woefully inadequate,”
acknowledging his need for appropriate education. Evan remembered that even though he had a
“long-time desire” to preach, his immaturity and ill-preparedness barred him from doing so prior
to his formal training. Abel, after teaching several months of adult Bible classes, saw his need to
study further “in order to be more useful to the church.” According to Dan, going to school to
prepare for a life of ministry “seemed like the right thing to do.” One participant, although raised
in a Christian home, was not a believer until he studied and developed his faith in God. He
believed initially that a life of ministry would allow him the time to do what he loved to do, that
is, to study—"for selfish reasons.” He affirmed that, later on, God taught him to care for and love
people, and that is when he truly fell in love with doing ministry. Interestingly, at least two of the
participants never planned on ministry as a career until after they entered college and changed
their majors to biblical studies. Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem once again played a crucial role in
shaping how these study participants understood and came to terms with God’s calling. The
opportunities to study and undertake formal training for ministry proved to be an essential aspect
of these participants’ sense of having received a divine call to ministry.
Other factors that contributed to these study participants’ idea of having been divinely
called include a sense of the world’s brokenness. Having lived through some teenage trauma
himself, one respondent expressed a passionate desire to help teens “not to make the same
mistakes I made.” Two participants expressed, as part of their sense of God’s call, a sense of
guilt for not doing right. One referenced a sense of “divine guilt” akin to the Apostle Paul’s
words: “Woe to me if I preach not the gospel!” (New International Version, 1973/2011, I Cor.
9:16). This respondent, however, quickly clarified that it was a positive construct rather than
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negative. For him it was more positively a sense of “divine responsibility” than a sense of divine
guilt.
The love of people also featured as a contributing factor. Caring for and loving people is
essentially a prerequisite for effective, healthy ministry as affirmed throughout this study by
several of the respondents.
Question 2: Can You Cite Examples or Stories of How Your Sense of God’s Call Impacts
Your Ministry?
In answer to this question, the participants dealt with the implications of God’s calling
more than they cited stories exemplifying how God’s call impacted their ministries. Each
touched on similar themes and taken together, they portrayed a unified whole. The prominent
themes may be categorized thus: God’s Calling, Conviction and Purpose, Responsibility, and
Consequences.
Each of the participants referenced directly or indirectly their sense of God’s calling as a
prime initiative. One respondent noted that God gave the gifts and opportunities that constituted
his calling. He also pointed out that God opened certain doors and closed others at various stages
of his life. As an example, he offered that at one stage in his life he loved teaching youth groups
at Christian camps. There came a point, however, when he felt that he no longer related well to
the youth. He thus quit that ministry and went on to serve in other capacities. Cain averred that
the answer to his sense of God’s call—a life of ministry—“always seemed right.” Another
respondent noted his understanding that “God put me into this position.” He related that when his
son asked him if he ever thought about doing something other than full-time ministry, he replied
by saying: “No, unless God said so.” Jeff related his sense of God’s calling to the story of how
God called the Prophet Ezekiel. He summarized God’s words by saying: “Go preach; no one is
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going to respond but preach because I called you.” One may see a deep conviction in the sense of
calling in each of these respondents. Kent offered a word of caution regarding the sense of being
called. He noted: “With my calling comes the question; is the Lord really working here?” This is
no perfunctory caution. Rather, it underlines the skepticism in the statement: “Isn’t it amazing
that the Lord always calls men to higher paying ministries?” On a more positive note, Larry
affirmed that without his sense of having been divinely called, he simply would not have lasted
in ministry, especially while working in rather difficult circumstances.
God’s call subsequently developed within these respondents a sense of conviction and
purpose. Dan expressed his conviction saying: “I am working for God, not elders.” Kent,
however, warned that sometimes a preacher’s sense of calling gives them a sense of superiority.
He noted that ministers need to remember that they are just members. To be sure, God had called
him to ministry, but he could also have been called to engineering or a host of other secular jobs.
According to Abel, this conviction evidences itself in his preaching, taking God’s word
seriously, and not seeing the ministry merely as a means to an end in terms of remuneration.
Another respondent reiterated this same seriousness concerning God’s word with the question:
“Am I called by God or men when it comes to the Word of God?” Gavin noted that his sense of
fulfillment and purpose had buoyed his spirit “even when exhausted.” Another respondent
related that he had objectified his sense of purpose and faith, often returning to a physical place
as his Ebenezer that had brought him through many difficult times.
The category of responsibility may be seen in the terminology “a sense of weight,” that
several of the participants used. Bill described his God-given sense of weight by referencing the
biblical passage, “From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from
the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked” (New International
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Version, 1973/2011, Lk. 12:48b). He also cited the Parable of the Talents, emphasizing the
wicked servant’s failure to invest his gifts wisely (New International Version, 1973/2011, Matt.
25:14-30). Another participant reminisced sadly that early on in his ministry, he took on all the
weight of the responsibility for the results of his work, but that he had since moved on to a better
understanding of his calling and his work as a minister. One participant pointed out the dire need
for ministers to respond to this weight of responsibility by dependency on and faith in God. In
terms of integrity, he noted that ministers have obligatory responsibilities both to scripture and
their congregations, saying: “I have to be honest with what I know about Scripture,” and, “don’t
do the church the disservice of being dishonest with them about who you are.”
The consequences that these respondents discussed include the understanding that this is
God’s ministry, the relief of weight, the resolution to influence others, and longevity in ministry.
Underlining the importance of these consequences, Frank stated: “All I do has got to turn on
consequences—eternal consequences.” The idea that this is God’s work or ministry is an
important one allowing clergy members to experience a relief of weight. As noted earlier, Jeff
took all the weight of responsibility for results on himself. Now, however, he understands that
this is God’s work and because of his conviction regarding his calling, he is able to let go and
leave the results up to God. He stated: “I would have quit long ago if I had to carry still that kind
of weight.” Ministry is best done in partnership and fellowship with God (New International
Version, 1973/2011, I Jno. 1:3; I Cor. 1:9; II Cor. 13:14). Frank also noted that as a minister,
impacted by ministers, he tries to minister to others and encourages young men to consider a life
of ministry.
The importance of the implications of God’s call on clergy members should not be
underestimated. This section on how God’s call impacts their ministries merely highlights a few

77
of these, including God’s call, conviction and purpose, responsibility, and the consequences of
God’s call.
Question 3: How Has Your Sense of Being Called to Ministry Affected Your Fortitude to
Stay in Ministry?
Not surprisingly, themes similar to those expressed in response to questions one and two
permeated the responses to interview question three. Due to the nature of the question, however,
several other important themes surfaced.
Several of the participants expressed that encountering the difficulties both unique to
ministry as well as those in common with secular professions was challenging. Three of the
participants mentioned being affected by divorce either directly or indirectly, within their own
families. In the more conservative congregations of the Churches of Christ, this problem would
disqualify a clergy member from serving in that capacity. One of the participants so affected
nevertheless averred that he would continue to teach and serve “in whatever ways I could.” He
determined that he would continue to use the gifts that God had given him. Another participant
affected by the threat of divorce and what he called his “darkest hours,” remembered asking
himself the question: “Should I be a truck driver?” He concluded that he knew he would not be
happy and continued in his ministry position.
Altruistically, a significant number of the interviewees showed concern not only for
themselves if they left the ministry but also for the church and her membership. Kent noted that
his leaving the church during a particularly difficult struggle “would not have been good for the
church.” Frank too said that, out of a sense of loyalty to his congregation, he feared what would
happen if he left. He too stayed through some difficult challenges, not wanting to hurt the church
if and when he left. He noted that the sense of God’s divine call “helped me stay through
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adversity.” Gavin shared a metaphor shedding light on his altruistic motives. He noted that
ministry is like being a headlight on a car. Sometimes you shine the light so that others can see.
At other times you are the first to get hit by the bugs. He stated: “I am in this not so that people
can say, ‘He is shining his light,’ but because I am where God wants me to be.” Evan’s concern
for the church was evident in his words: “I am convinced God has me where he wants me to be
right now.” He continued with the statement: “If you don’t care about people, you’re going to
have a hard time with ministry.”
Some of the participants mentioned that their sense of purpose featured significantly as
part of their support promoting longevity. Harold cited the Apostle Paul’s words to the church in
Corinth: “Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me
if I do not preach the gospel” (New International Version, 1973/2011, I Cor. 9:16). He asserted
that he did “not have purpose in life outside of this. I do not have a choice, personally.” Evan
expressed that he had “no desire to leave” ministry. Ian intoned that he had “never entertained
anything else.” Kent noted: “The sense of God putting me here for a purpose helped me stay
when an elder tried to run me off.” He continued, “I felt like I was doing what I was supposed to
be doing.” Although Ian had indulged in some side jobs, he averred that they never replaced
preaching, asking: “What else would I do?” Gavin shared that his sense of being called by God
had greatly affected his fortitude to stay in ministry. He said that on the occasions that he has
toyed with the idea of taking on a secular job, he felt rather guilty and as though he had betrayed
his divine calling. Negating the negative, Dan expressed that he did not have elders, a wife, or
children saying: “You should do something else.” Again, these participants’ sense of purpose
constituted a vital and crucial aspect of their calling to ministry.
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One participant’s lengthier discourse in answer to this question is worth summarizing
more fully. He noted that the Christian’s life is not only a relationship with God, but also with
reality. He reasoned that if there is a God, then that would be the only thing that mattered in life.
If, however, there is no God, then nothing else would matter. If the minister’s faith is in
churches, elders, church programs, and jobs, then he is “going to get destroyed.” But when the
minister’s faith is in God, it equips him to deal with disappointment because he is not working
for people anyway. The respondent proceeded to cite the biblical reference: “Whatever you do,
work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men” (New International Version,
1973/2011, Col. 3:23). This statement by the Apostle Paul implies that working for the Lord
suffices as the ultimate purpose for doing ministry or whatever else one might do in life.
Another participant related that when he was experiencing difficult struggles and wanted
to quit his position, he received a telephone call and found himself counseling a suicidal person.
By helping this suicidal individual through a tough time, the respondent realized that God yet
had a place for him to minister. He felt encouraged by this turn of events and noted that if he
resigned from local ministry, he could certainly not quit ministry altogether. He expressed
feeling that the Holy Spirit was saying to him, “Quit whining if you stay in ministry!” This
respondent also raised the subject of the difficulty of handling the congregations’ complaints and
criticisms of the minister. He learned not to be surprised when the members criticized his words,
actions, or attitudes, since Jesus too was criticized. He cited the Apostle Peter’s discourse on
persecution (New International Version, 1973/2011, I Pet. 4:12ff) as substantiation for his
position on this issue. This response and in particular, the notion of not complaining, underlines
the fact that effective ministry that will last demands a significant level of spiritual maturity.
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These participants unanimously affirmed how their sense of calling greatly affected their
fortitude to stay in ministry. Larry put it succinctly: “My calling is one of the top things that has
helped me maintain fortitude.” The other participants would no doubt agree with Larry’s
summation of the benefits of the sense of having been divinely called to a life of ministry.
Question 4: Can You Relate an Event in Which Your Sense of Call Was Challenged and
How You Navigated That Struggle?
This question elicited a varied and interesting range of answers from the respondents.
Two of the main themes that may be seen almost consistently are not only that God is the one
who thwarted these respondents’ secular endeavors, but that he also was the source of their
support through their struggles.
The temptation to consider secular work is significant when clergy members encounter
grave ministry challenges and difficulties. For these long-tenured ministers, the forays into
secular fields have proven unsuccessful. Abel assessed his attempts at secular work as having
been thwarted by God. Jeff too noted that “every attempt to do something else failed.” Whether
these failures are the result of God’s work or merely that these men may not be as competent in
the secular realm as they are in ministry is a question beyond the scope of this study. What is
known, however, is that these participants view their failed secular pursuits as partial
confirmation of the legitimacy of their divine call to ministry.
The difficulties that challenged these participants’ calling ranged from divorce and
church troubles to feeling unsupported and burned out, along with a host of other pressures and
issues. One participant recalls losing his pulpit position due to divorce in the family and having
“to reinvent” himself as a servant of the Lord. He called it a “devastating time” but never really
stopped preaching and teaching wherever he could. He attributed to God the work of opening
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doors to pulpit work when, in his words, “I thought my career was over.” Another participant
referenced the “darkest time” of his life as he faced the prospect of divorce. The support of godly
elders was instrumental in helping him survive and make it through his ordeal. He concluded that
his “support was of God.” Similarly, another participant expressed the invaluable contribution
his godly elders made as he faced the “huge challenge” of divorce within the family. His elders
were able to stop the talk of church members who wanted him to leave. He also noted that his
sense of divine call never challenged him to take on a secular job. The struggles of each of these
men helped them to understand how important and crucial their sense of divine call was for
remaining in ministry.
Difficulties are commonplace in any long-term relationship. Sometimes, however, one
cannot help but be surprised at the identities of the perpetrators. Dan said: “It is tough when it is
people you thought were in your corner.” He noted that he is never surprised at what people may
say, but he sometimes is “surprised at who has the knife in their hands.” For clergy in Churches
of Christ, it is especially difficult when those holding the knife are the church’s leaders—elders,
deacons, or other retired ministers who never left the congregation after the new man stepped
into the pulpit. Such was the case for one participant who expressed how former “ministers made
it [his workplace] a hostile environment.” This situation made him question whether he wanted
to stay. Sadly, instead of mentoring this young new preacher, the older ministers made ministry
more difficult for him, challenging his Sunday sermons almost every Monday morning at the
office. His sense of divine call, however, was instrumental in keeping him going. He said that it
was as if God’s Spirit told him to “hold on and ride it out.” It was not until these older ministers
died that this clergy member experienced relief from the incessant challenges of the older, retired
ministers. Ironically, these ill-purposed challenges that may have been designed to undermine the
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new man’s ministry may actually have worked to make him a better, more astute minister in the
long run.
Not surprisingly, some church members can be a source of great stress and make ministry
difficult for clergy members. Because of the level of “toxicity” in his congregation, one
participant questioned whether he should be in ministry at all. He left that church broken,
downhearted, and thinking that “maybe nobody wanted me.” It was his wife who helped him get
back in the saddle and, as he affirmed later on in the interview, if it was not for her support and
encouragement, he doubted that he would still be in ministry. Ian mentioned that he felt greatly
challenged when he was not well-supported. Jeff noted that he tries not to become defensive and
does not argue when church members complain about him in leadership meetings. Rather, he
tries to accept their complaints “as possibly the truth from God.” He noted too, however, that he
would certainly defend himself if someone lied about him.
On a more personal level equating to Bronfenbrenner’s system of the Self, these clergy
members also experienced difficulties, including feeling burned out, being sermonically dry,
feeling overwhelmed by the enormity of the task of full-time ministry, and dealing with ministry
changes. Jeff averred that there came a point in his ministry when “the challenge was from me. I
felt burned out, like I don’t want to do this anymore.” Another reported feeling dry sermonically,
while Larry experienced the challenges of changing ministry roles from youth ministry to college
ministry to pulpit ministry, and yet feeling fulfilled in every role due to his sense of call. Several
of the participants referred to the enormity of the task of ministry. As a young minister in his
small church, Ian remembered feeling overwhelmed with the responsibilities of ministry, which
included counseling, youth ministry, and preaching. Kent also noted that the responsibilities of
ministry for young preachers especially in small churches may be overwhelming and that they
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feel “lots of pressure.” Another participant expressed his frustration at having to balance his
responsibilities to the church and to God. He noted that many of his responsibilities as a youth
minister and to the church “had nothing to do with my sense of divine calling” and prompted his
move to leave youth ministry for pulpit ministry. Another participant mentioned a stress-induced
illness through which he learned that he had to develop better ways to handle his job stress. He
also intoned that he kept on feeling “pulled back to [his] church” in spite of the stress and when
he could have gone elsewhere.
Dan’s response failed to reveal a singular event in which his sense of calling was
challenged. He did, however, note that he experienced an ongoing, inner dialog in which he
continually contemplated whether he was doing ministry well and whether he should be doing
something else. He submitted the advice that ministers should not make any important decisions
when stressed or tired and should never do so impulsively. They should rather pray about the
situations they face, take time to rest, and solicit feedback from significant others, including their
wives. Dan shared that he was still encountering his challenges and that precisely because of
what he had endured, he found that he could help others who were experiencing the same or
similar struggles.
Question 5: How Do You Understand What Is Meant by Self-Care?
In question five the focus of the study shifted to the subject of Research Question 2: How
do clergy perceive self-care and its effect on ministry longevity? Interview question five was
crucial to this study because of the conflicting views held by many in ministry circles (Burns et
al., 2013; Fuller, 2018). These authors show that self-care is often viewed as selfish and
theologically unsound. In stark contrast to this perspective, each of the present study’s
participants emphatically endorsed the utility and essentiality of self-care in the clergy member’s
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life. The responses to question five took on a helpful duality: self-care in theory and self-care in
practice.
As already noted, each of the participants affirmed the beneficial nature and value of selfcare. They nevertheless described what self-care meant to them in a variety of ways. The need
for self-care may be seen in the pressures, strain, and stressors encountered by ministry
professionals, as discussed in Chapter 2. For Cain, self-care meant “getting out from under” the
pressure and burdens of ministry. Feeling the “heavy weight of dealing with eternal matters,” he
emphasized the importance of catharsis saying: “You’ve got to have release.” Hinting at a
“savior of the world” mentality, he thought that preachers should remember that they “are God’s
servants, not God.” Dan defined self-care thus: “Ensuring my own personal ‘shalom’ [peace] so
that I can minister to others.” Overall well-being, he noted, is important. Gavin concurred,
saying: “Taking care of self is really important.” Two respondents used similar analogies to
clarify their ideas of self-care. The first mentioned that self-care is like refilling the well. The
problem, he said, is that ministers often do not realize when their well is going dry. The second
talked about a bucket being empty. He said: “If my bucket is empty, I do not really have much to
give.” Accordingly, Harold mentioned that being self-aware is an important constituent of selfcare. Evan averred that he was “not Christ nor Superman” and that he had to take care of himself.
Emphasizing the practical nature of self-care, he defined self-care as “doing things that help me
maintain my sanity.” Frank’s concept of self-care underwent a change from the idea of merely
taking time off to the idea of “being centered and spending time where it is just God and me,
even in the midst of a busy office.” In a similar trend, Abel thought of self-care as a matter of
deriving energy from weakness, explaining that God supplies the energy he needs to keep on
doing ministry. Jeff, noting great pressure not to be oneself, said that self-care meant being
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honest, being true to the self. He also mentioned the importance of being vulnerable, especially
when it is safe to do so. Larry defined his thinking on self-care, asserting: “Self-care is being
able to stay fresh in my own walk with God.” He then proceeded to mention how the shepherds
in his congregation recognized this and how vital it was that they did and that they protected his
efforts to stay fresh in his walk with God. Concurrently, Jeff said that his personal time with
God, which has nothing to do with his job, is a form of self-care. These thoughts about self-care
underlie the practices evident in the lives of these participants—practices that have helped them
to care not only for themselves, but their churches as well.
The practices referenced in answer to this question ranged widely and yet evidenced
certain commonalities. Some of the respondents referenced spiritual activities that were personal
and not engaged in with a view to sermon preparation or any other Bible study presentations at
church. This was solely a time during which the participants nurtured their own relationships
with God. As previously noted, Frank learned that he could do this within the commotion of a
busy office. Evan intoned that his self-care practices helped him avoid the loss of his own
spirituality.
Being able to process frustrations, anxiety, and problems and to be able to set them aside,
appropriately leaving them at the office was a significant weapon in Frank’s arsenal of self-care
practices. This practice requires a significant level of maturity in the minister. Similarly, the
ability to say “no” (Harold) is a practice that takes maturity, skill, and emotional dexterity if one
is not to offend others with a negative answer to their demands.
The concept of Sabbath was raised in response to this question. Originating in the biblical
text as denoting a period of rest, God having created the universe in six days and having rested
on the seventh, or the Hebrew Sabbath, a term meaning “seven” or “seventh.” The term has
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popularly come to denote a period of rest or time off from work. Sabbaticals are commonly those
periods of time when ministers or clergy members are allowed to take extended leaves of
absence to devote to study or other such enterprises. Jeff suggested: “God told us to Sabbath.”
Interestingly, Dawn (1989) portrayed the concept of Sabbath rest in her four-part volume. She
noted: “To cease working on the Sabbath means to quit laboring at anything that is work.
Activity that is enjoyable and freeing and not undertaken for the purpose of accomplishment (see
the next chapter) qualifies as acceptable for Sabbath time” (parenthesis original) (p. 5).
Epitomizing this idea, Jeff concluded that for him, “self-care is working hard and playing hard.”
While several respondents cited examples of self-care activities, such as getting out of the
office, processing frustration, anxiety, and problems and leaving those at the office, playing
sports and going for long walks, taking a day off and playing golf, exercise, reading for one’s
own purposes, and listening to and playing music for one’s own purposes. Two respondents
suggested that a clergy member’s work is never done. Clergy members are on call 24/7 whether
they are at the office or not. This is why, for one respondent, the task of mowing the grass at
home, and for another, riding and fixing bicycles was truly satisfying and liberating. Each of
these participants found relief and satisfaction in being able to complete the task at hand, in
contrast to doing ministry—the task that may never see completion.
Family vacations also featured as an integral aspect of the self-care practices of these
clergy members. Kent warned against cutting short one’s family vacations for ministry reasons.
He suggested that cell phones have a negative impact in this regard since the minister, even when
on leave, may never truly “get away” from the office and the issues at home. This aspect of selfcare will be treated more thoroughly as a response to question six.
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Regular minister meetings with area ministers too constitute a significant factor as a selfcare practice. Bill suggested: “Self-care comes through relationships that hold me accountable.”
These are the relationships in which he felt that he could confide and share mutual burdens. The
monthly minister meetings in which he participates have proven to be a great source of strength
for him. Monthly minister meetings are more fully treated in the section under the research
question dealing with social supportive networks.
Question 6: What Kinds of Self-Care Interventions Do You Practice? Can You Give
Examples or Stories?
The responses to this question included a variety of activities ranging from deeply
spiritual to the entirely secular. They included activities ranging from those involving others to
those which involved only the individual. These responses also included those practices
requiring strenuous activity as well as those of a more sedentary nature.
Among the more deeply spiritual activities listed were praying, journaling, and
devotional scripture reading. One participant related that he spent up to an hour and a half each
day praying through his Bible reading. Three of the 12 respondents mentioned their daily
journaling—a practice distinct from keeping a diary—as being an important part of their selfcare practices. Larry referred to his practice as “prayer-journaling.” As part of his journaling
practice, Gavin shared that he sometimes wrote songs about the people for whom he was praying
as well as his own struggles. One of the benefits of spiritual or prayer-journaling is that one may
look back at the things for which one prayed, see how God answered those prayers, and be
thankful. Both Bill and Abel noted the importance of feeding the spirit through daily Bible study,
Abel suggesting that the “Bible gives us the vocabulary to deal with life.” These two respondents
also talked about the importance of listening to other clergy members’ sermons, studies, and
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presentations using various media and allowing their thoughts to challenge them. Larry
expressed the benefit he found in nurturing accountability in his relationships with the church’s
elders, his wife, and with others in ministry.
In a similar vein, being part of a minister’s group that meets once a month, attending
Bible conferences, and participating in minister retreats, such as that held by Abilene Christian
University’s Siburt Institute for Church Ministry proved to be of great value to several of the
participants, especially when they experienced difficult struggles.
For the purpose of this study, I distinguished between vacations and sabbaticals because
their purposes often differ significantly. While seven of the participants mentioned extended
family vacations “just to get away from it” as integral to their self-care practices, only five
mentioned ever having experienced going on a sabbatical—a period of time ranging from a few
days to several weeks or even months—usually to study, for instance, for an upcoming series of
lessons or to design the next year’s preaching program. A sabbatical could also be an appropriate
action in cases of unforeseen events and emergencies. One respondent noted that his elders
allowed him a sabbatical of several weeks in response to a dire challenge he and his family
encountered. In my experience, the practice of ministers taking sabbaticals has not been
particularly popular among Churches of Christ. Leadership teams and churches in this tradition
currently acknowledging the benefits of this practice not only for the minister himself but also
for that of the church, seem to be more open to the idea, allowing more of their clergy members
to take this leave of absence called a sabbatical. Vacations, on the other hand, featured more
prominently as a staple in these respondents’ remedies for the stress of ministry. Both two- to
three-week “extended family vacations” (Kent) as well as “short-burst vacations” (Frank)
featured as important aspects of their self-care practices. One participant averred that as an
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“empty-nester,” he engaged in self-care in the form of exercising his liberty to travel. Other
participants communicated the importance of regular time off every week, either a Monday, a
half-day on Fridays, or other such time, because, for clergy members, Sundays are essentially
workdays. One respondent mentioned taking one Sunday per quarter off and visiting elsewhere
as an important example of a self-care practice. In answer to this question, six of the 12
participants mentioned that solitude and the protection of their time off was a crucial element
among their self-care practices.
Learning to say “no” tactfully is something to which the study’s participants referred
throughout the interviews. According to Burns et al. (2013), clergy members are often people
pleasers. This assessment makes it difficult for ministers to turn down any requests for assistance
of any kind. If ministers can help their congregants in any way, they usually find it extremely
difficult to refuse the assistance. Dan thus noted that he “sets boundaries as a father and as a
husband,” protecting his relationships with his children and spouse. Harold claimed that he had
learned the art of saying “no” as part of his self-care tactics. He indicated that 70% of ministers
are introverts, and that he too was an introvert. He suggested that, after a day of intense
emotional and spiritual labor, he felt drained on Sunday nights. Realizing this to be the situation,
he admitted: “I have got to get my energy back.” Saying no to the demands of certain needy
members is one of the ways he is able to exercise self-care.
A few of the more secular, physical activities constituting the self-care practices endorsed
include getting up early, going to bed early, remaining physically active, exercising, taking long
walks, running, lifting weights, mowing the yard, playing with the grandkids, riding bicycles,
and reading secular books. One participant shared how he devoted a fair share of his time to
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helping others accomplish their tasks. These tasks involved fixing air-conditioning, putting in
new windows, and feeding a rancher’s cattle.
Several of the respondents referenced laughter as an important facet of self-care. Cain
mentioned the necessity to take the Bible seriously and to be able to laugh, especially at oneself.
Evan told about the time spent with his grandchild and how they loved to laugh. Laughter
featured prominently throughout the interviews as a significant self-care activity.
Question 7: How Would You Think Self-Care Has Affected Your Ministry, Especially in
Terms of Longevity? How Important is Self-Care in Ministry?
As a factor promoting longevity in ministry, self-care may never be overestimated. Each
of the participants affirmed the significant contribution that the practice of self-care made to their
tenure as ministers in their local congregations. In their words, self-care is “very important”;
“really important”; “critical to longevity in ministry”; “hugely important”; “I can’t underscore it
enough”; “far more [important] than I ever thought it was when I was 25”; “made me be able to
stay a long time”; “on a scale of one to 10, this is a 12”; “it is of primary importance in regard to
how it has affected me.” One participant noted that his sabbatical, a self-care practice at a crucial
time “was probably job-saving.” Another averred that self-care is “akin to being in touch with
the heartbeat of the church and of God.”
Several respondents noted that self-care has to be planned or scheduled. The danger
inherent in not planning self-care is that the probability of it not happening increases greatly.
Evan observed that “self-care does not just happen.” In other words, one has to be deliberate
about taking care of oneself. Jeff’s intentionality about self-care surfaced in his statement: “Selfcare is so important that I schedule self-care. I block off appointments for myself,” even as he
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blocked off appointments with others. Larry also underlined the importance of scheduling selfcare: “If you don’t have a plan for self-care, you’re asking the devil to take you down.”
One also has to act on intentionality and planning. Having a plan or schedule for self-care
is one thing; it is quite another to follow through with action. Two of the respondents urged
clergy members with the statements: “Do your hobbies” and “do your self-care, because when
you are done, you will be a better husband and father.”
Others warned of the danger of failing to practice their self-care activities, saying:
“You’re not going to last long without self-care.” Gavin surmised: “I don’t know that anyone can
stay in ministry without self-care.” Evan suggested that clergy members “have to take steps for
self-care or they will not last.” Larry did not believe that he would still be in ministry if he
“didn’t have an emphasis on self-care.” Ian too expressed doubt that he would still be in ministry
if he had not been deliberate about his self-care practices. He noted that “it is true that if you’re
not caring for your own self spiritually, then you can’t really care for other people.” Similarly,
Gavin assessed that he had to learn to say “no” and that, early in his career, his ability to minister
was greatly hampered by the fact that he had not taken care of himself.
Interestingly, two respondents suggested that self-care can actually backfire, and that the
clergy member practicing self-care may incur resultant negative repercussions. Cain suggested
that the self-care practices, especially the secular kind, may be perceived by others as indicating
a lack of taking one’s job seriously. He related the occasions in his ministry when church
members had objected to seeing him take long walks during extended lunch times. Dan shared
his example of not being able to attend every wedding or shower. He related how people are
often offended at his lack of attendance. He is protective of Saturday nights because he desires to
be fresh for Sunday mornings. Dan underlined the importance of self-care emphasizing that
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many ministers lose their families by doing everything for everyone but their own families. This
point shows how crucial it is that church ministry leaders, and shepherds protect the minister’s
time spent caring for themselves. Educating the church’s membership in regard to this important
aspect of the minister’s life is thus crucial not only to the well-being of the minister and his
family, but also to the church as a whole.
One of the interviewees interjected a statement worthy of special consideration. He
suggested that one can experience longevity in ministry without practicing self-care, but that one
would have to compromise the quality of the ministry offered. A minister would essentially trade
quality for quantity. Self-care, in this participant’s assessment, helped with quality assurance in
ministry. This was an astute observation given that this study’s primary concern is longevity in
ministry. The study, however, does not discount or diminish the importance and significance of
the well-being and health of the minister, his family, the church, and the communities within
which the minister works. Hence, the recognition of and emphasis on the practice of self-care.
Question 8: How Would You Describe the Social Supportive Networks in Your Ministry?
A number of sources of social support were discussed as available to the participants in
this study. These included, rather importantly, the minister’s spouse, his family, relatives, the
church’s elders and other leaders, church staff, church members, other ministers, and even nonbelieving friends. Somewhat surprisingly, one participant mentioned that the Old Testament
prophets were “a part of my social support.” Eight of the 12 interviewees mentioned specifically
that their wives were their primary source of support. Not surprisingly, each of the participants
affirmed the absolute necessity of having a strong social supportive network to promote ministry
health and longevity.
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Even though churches generally employ only one spouse who is in ministry, they
generally get a two-for-one deal especially when the clergyman’s wife is supportive of his
ministry. Wives are a crucial part of the minister’s life and an inseparable partner with him in
serving the church. Several respondents indicated that their wives were not only their main
support, but also one of their best sources of criticism. Cain related that his wife was his greatest
supporter and had earned the right not only to cheer, but to offer constructive criticism. Evan’s
wife was “a go-getter who motivated” him. Another noted that his wife is very supportive and
“believes I am doing what God has called me to do.” He also said: “She is the biggest part of my
social supportive network. If I did not have her, I do not think I would still be in ministry.” Frank
indicated the great support his wife was, but also that he sheltered her from certain ministry
difficulties. One participant entered into ministry years after he got married. He reasoned that
since his wife did not marry a preacher, she “was not particularly supportive” of his work as a
clergy member. He intoned, however, that he enjoyed many other sources of support for his
ministry.
Children in ministry families, popularly referred to as “preachers’ kids” (PKs), can also
be a powerful source of social support for the clergy member. Remarkably, however, only two of
the respondents mentioned their kids as part of their social supportive network, one saying that
his children were “very supportive,” and the other mentioning that he tried hard to protect his
children from the “glass bowl” syndrome and the pressures of being PKs. Not only are the
minister’s wife and children sources of familial support, other relatives too become important
social resources upon which the minister may draw especially during challenging difficulties.
One participant indicated that he had both parents and in-laws worshipping with his congregation
and that they were “a rich nest that God has always put around me of support.”
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The church’s leadership, especially in terms of the elders appointed, can and should be a
treasure trove of support. In response to this question, five respondents mentioned elders as part
of their supportive network, although the other respondents mentioned elders as such in response
to subsequent questions. Kent mentioned that he could always talk to one of his elders as a good
friend. Frank knew that his elders were always very concerned about his spiritual and physical
well-being and added that they were very positive. Ian also noted that an elder and his wife were
some of his closest and most supportive friends.
A ministry staff is for most clergy members in smaller congregations a luxury limited by
a simple lack of funding and logistics. To have a ministry staff that is supportive and loves to
work together is a blessed privilege. Several of the respondents noted that they enjoyed just such
a relationship with the other ministry staff members on their team. One respondent indicated that
he had known his fellow staff member since third grade. This former third grader was now the
college minister and a fellow minister on staff. It might be difficult to overestimate the
emotional, spiritual bond between such fellow ministers as well as the commensurate benefits of
such a relationship in the workplace.
Many clergy members who serve smaller, single staff churches find a veritable social
support system in their association with other area ministers who meet on a monthly basis. These
small groups will often meet for a period of singing, praying, Bible study, confession, and
sharing of the burdens or struggles they experience. Eight of these 12 respondents mentioned
these monthly (and sometimes weekly) minister meetings in which they participated, each of
them underlining the valuable source of social support these meetings are. One respondent
referred to his group as a “band of brothers,” asserting that “these men become family.” Jeff
pointed out that the benefit of having other ministers in one’s supportive network is that they
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understand and relate to the stressors of ministry. Gavin noted that his group met once a month
using the Zoom platform and that “it’s like an oasis.” He also related that a friend did not have a
supportive network and that it had “taken its toll” on this man and his ministry.
In contrast to this line of thought, Harold offered a word of warning, saying that these
“minister networks can sometimes backfire on you.” He explained that one particular group of
which he was part gave the participants little more than an opportunity to pool their negativity.
His rhetorical question was: “Are you really motivating, encouraging, strengthening each other?
Or are you tearing down faith in the church and building faith in one another? Are you really a
support network at this point or are you just beer-buddies?” Leaving that situation, he decided
that the minister’s support network should be local, preferably within the congregation. The
clergy member would then be able to use a more constructive approach being better acquainted
with the details of the situation, and better able to appreciate what God is doing and calling his
people to do. He concluded: “We need to be a strength to each other and not just a comfort.”
One participant related how he was taught in college not to have any close friends among
the members in the church for fear of developing envy or jealousy among the church’s members.
He correctly noted that this was “terrible advice.” On the contrary, he suggested: “We need
supportive networks; friends are critical.” Another respondent noted that “the majority of the
membership is supportive and loving and appreciative” and that he always receives “words of
encouragement.” On the negative side of this discussion, Evan noted that there are always
negative people in churches and that “no preacher could last if all there was, was bickering and
complaining,” underlining the importance of those in the congregation who appreciate and
encourage the minister. Cain averred that the social supportive networks in his ministry were
“definitely a God-thing, that is, the people that rise up, that just feed you, and support you, and
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build you up.” He referenced a time in his life when a “guy showed up at my door during one of
the darkest times in my ministry. It was exactly what I needed at exactly the right time.”
Emphasizing the crucial nature of social supportive networks, Kent shared that although
he is an introvert, he could not isolate himself from people and hope to do a good job in ministry.
Dan stated: “You can’t be an island and serve people well.” He concluded that social supportive
networks are “absolutely critical to the well-being and longevity of a minister.”
Question 9: Can You Illustrate Through Personal Stories, Examples, or Illustrations How
Important These Social Supportive Networks are to Your Ministry?
Although most of the participants answered this question by affirming how crucial social
supportive networks are to ministry, few gave personal stories, examples, or illustrations to shed
light on how these social supportive networks actually influence their ministries. What was
shared, however was interesting and illustrative. Underlying each of the responses to this
question was the notion that Bill verbalized: “Without social supportive networks, I would not
have stayed in ministry very long. You have to have people in your corner.” The sources of
social support varied from family members to entire congregations, from other ministers and
church leaders to parachurch organizations.
One respondent related receiving a letter from his son, a letter that to this day brings tears
to his eyes. He noted: “If it [his ministry] has made a difference in nobody else’s life than in his
life, then that has been worth it.” This respondent added that having the support of his children
was significant. Another participant shared that there was always someone to help him “through
the dips.” He said that after resigning from one pulpit, another congregation took on the
responsibility to pay his bills and other expenses, never once asking him to preach, teach, or to
do anything in return.
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Several of the respondents talked about having endured some of their darkest hours with
the invaluable support of their social networks, without which they affirmed that they may not
have successfully navigated their struggles. Frank noted that had it not been for his social
supportive network, he “would not have stayed in the environment at the beginning” and that his
group “walked me through the darkest moments.” Very similarly, another respondent credited
Abilene Christian University’s Siburt Institute for Church Ministry and their Ministers’ Support
Network with walking him through what he referred to as his “dark night of the soul.” He
explained: “If it wasn’t for them, I might not be in ministry.” One respondent talked about the
elders’ support in the form of protection when he had been attacked. Another participant
expressed how blessed he felt to have “shepherds who constantly check on how the ministry staff
is doing.” He suggested that they offer the staff significant breaks in the form of “solo-retreat
stuff,” especially when the staff has been under excessive stress. He also recognized that the
older he became, the more he realized that he needed that time off. Kent expressed his gratitude
and appreciation for the camaraderie that he experienced with his fellow ministers and staff. He
noted how special it was for him to have “somebody else to work with,” and that they all enjoyed
laughing.
The importance of encouragement may never be overestimated. Bill noted that a “little bit
of encouragement goes a long way.” Evan talked about one of his elders and some of the older
ladies in the church writing him encouraging notes—notes that lifted his spirit and offered
appropriate and needed constructive criticism.
One respondent admitted that for many years he harbored the thought that he did not
really need much support at all. He described his thought with the statement: “I am tough; I can
handle it.” Then COVID-19 hit, and his congregation was hit hard. He related that “it was
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something of a split for the church.” He said, “I never thought I needed that amazing network,
but I did. And so also did the church! I do not think our church could have survived without this
social supportive network.” This is an assertion with important ramifications for not only the
minister and his family, but also the churches that these clergy members serve.
Sharing the blessing that he felt he enjoyed throughout his ministry, Ian said: “I have
never felt like I do not have any support.” The things that these ministers shared in response to
the question demonstrate powerfully how important and essential social supportive networks are
to healthy, long-term ministry.
Question 10: What Impact Have Your Social Supportive Networks Had on Your Ministry
and the Length of Time in Ministry?
Once again, the immense impact of social supportive networks on ministry was fully
endorsed both through the presence of these networks as well as the lack thereof. Larry noted
that he resigned his position with one congregation precisely because the shepherds did not
function as the social supportive network he expected. Social supportive networks, he asserted,
“are very, very powerful.” Evan too affirmed that social supportive networks had a “major,
major impact in so many ways.” Jeff put it this way: “My social supportive network has been
incredibly, incredibly positive,” and “it has had a huge impact.” Referring to friends and other
ministers, Gavin said: “I just do not know if I would still be in ministry if it was not for people
like [them].” He continued: “The fact is that I rely heavily on these supportive networks and
those relationships.”
Several of the participants suggested that because clergy members are human, they need
social support and encouragement just as does every other human being. Dan averred: “We’re
human too. We need that kind of support and encouragement.” Abel talked about how he used
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social media to encourage other ministers in his social network and how he too received
encouragement. Bill concurred with this thought saying, “The idea of being able to encourage
others and to be encouraged helps to support longevity in ministry.” Referencing the biblical
story of Elijah, Gavin insisted that “even the Prophet Elijah needed to know there were others” in
his community.
The participants enumerated several benefits resulting from their social supportive
networks. Cain noted that his network had kept him from drifting, kept his spirit up, and helped
him to preach positively. The encouragement had flowed both ways. He said his network had
allowed him to experience joy in what he did. Dan expressed similar sentiments, commenting
that his social supportive networks allowed him opportunities to laugh and experience joy, which
he noted is so “critical to being ok.” He talked about experiencing distraction, in a positive sense,
and encouragement through his supportive networks.
Two respondents emphasized the importance of the supportive networks being local or
congregational. One noted that his network had created within him a sense of loyalty to the
constituents. He mentioned a reciprocity in which the network members had walked him through
some difficult struggles, and that he did so for them. It was appropriate that he verbalized and
felt “a special responsibility toward them.” He concluded: “That sense of loyalty is probably the
number one reason I say these are my people.” Another participant, emphasizing the concept of
quality over quantity, said: “As far as longevity goes, I would still be here, but I just don’t think
the quality [of ministry] would be there at all.” He noted that he would just be going through the
motions and that ministry would have become very mechanical for him if it was not for his social
supportive network.
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Another two respondents talked about ministry being more than just a job. Bill stated that
he had never viewed ministry merely as a job. He commented: “If you’re not looking at it
[ministry] as a job, then you’re not thinking ‘I’m going to do something else.’” Ian also affirmed
that he did not view ministry as a job. Instead, he intoned: “I actually love these people.” He
cited the Apostle Paul’s words, “[you are] my joy and crown” (New International Version,
1973/2011, Phil. 4:1).
Having a good relationship with the other staff members or a good social supportive
network is what Larry said helped him “deal with being new, making mistakes, rubbing people
the wrong way, that kind of thing.” On the other hand, as Kent shared: “When you are by
yourself it is tough. Having people to be able to talk to is [important].” It is precisely these
networks that can essentially make or break a clergy member’s ministry with a particular
congregation. Quite evidently, the ministers who enjoy a rich supportive network are far better
equipped to deal with the stressors of ministry. On the other hand, it is those ministers who lack
these substantive social supportive networks who are at a significant disadvantage when ministry
difficulties arise.
Question 11: Which Environmental Factors Have Most Significantly Affected Your
Ministry?
The term “environmental factors,” as explicated, did not particularly denote a discussion
of greenhouse gases or ozone depletion and other such considerations. Rather it was used in this
study to denote those factors which more directly bear on ministry well-being and longevity.
Things such as office atmosphere, attitudes, relationships, church size, leadership, and other such
factors would have been those with a greater probability of bearing on the subject at hand.
Several environmental factors affected the ministry tenure of the participants in this study.
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Although one participant noted that the church’s leadership was “not necessarily” an
important factor in this discussion, most of the interviewees considered it not only germane but
quite crucial to ministry health and longevity. As Gavin put it: “How you are perceived by the
leadership and the church is a big deal. Are you supported? Do you feel heard, validated,
appreciated, valued?” In this respect, the church’s leadership, and in particular, the elders or
shepherds, could make ministry easier or more difficult for the local minister.
The elders in the church play a critical role in the well-being of the clergy member’s
work. In terms of this study’s sample, the elderships under which these ministers served were
overwhelmingly positive, encouraging, and supportive of their ministers. Jeff asserted: “The
elders have always valued me. They have always backed me up. . . . The eldership is very, very,
very important in my longevity here.” Ian said that the “elders being positive is good.”
Enumerating his list of contributors to longevity in ministry, Frank expressed that “encouraging,
supportive elders” as well as “supportive, trustworthy office staff who make your ministry easier,
better, stronger” rated among his top three considerations. Kent averred that “when elders get
along it makes your job so much easier, but it is tough when they don’t. He continued: “When
you’re being heard it is great, but when you are not, start looking [for another job] because they
don’t trust you anymore.” Larry also noted the importance of elders who are proactive and keep
the pulse of the church. He pointed to elders who will ask him how he is coping with the
stressors of ministry and related that the main reason he quit a previous ministry was due to the
fact that he did not feel as though he was being heard by the elders.
Another respondent noted the difficulty encountered when elderships encourage but do
not protect the minister. He related that his “biggest issue is when someone is out to get you, but
the elders will not address it.” He used the Apostle Paul’s terminology: “a thorn in my flesh”
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(New International Version, 1973/2011, II Cor. 12:7). This respondent said that the problem
arises when the elders think that keeping the peace means not addressing the “elephant in the
room” and that it is “especially problematic when it is an elder who has it in for you.” Dan
suggested that a transition in the constitution of the eldership creates a different dynamic—one to
which the clergy members would have to adapt. Either way, positive or negative, the influence of
the church’s eldership has a powerful effect on the clergy member’s well-being and longevity in
ministry.
Several of the participants mentioned in this regard the importance of office staff,
deacons, the church’s membership, and family members. Dan suggested that these relationships
are crucial to satisfying the “need for general supportiveness.” Expressing the significance of
coworker relationships in his office he noted that “open communication and positive affirmation
is an important thing we do.” Bill suggested that office staff can be either positive or negative.
He noted too that he enjoyed the support of his family—his parents, siblings, and children—and
said: “I can’t imagine being in ministry long without that kind of support.” He talked of ministers
whom he knew to have come from non-Church of Christ backgrounds, whose families had
disowned them and noted: “I can see how that would be a tough thing.” Another participant
mentioned having ministered in a liberal state where the church is more traditional than in the
Bible Belt. He mentioned that it was the church that kept him going, or at least “the steadiness
that the church provided in a 100-mile-per-hour world.” He said that “church became a haven”
for him. Tragically, however, when some of the church members whom he really loved turned on
him, he said it “sucked the life out of” him.
On the contrary, many of the interviewees expressed how important a positive spirit or
attitude was both in the church and in their ministries. Dan mentioned how important it is to
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express appreciation to the other staff members for their friendly, positive spirit, and that this
appreciation needed to be truthful and sincere. “Giving staff and secretaries encouraging,
positive feedback is important,” he noted. Evan and Ian also noted the importance of a positive
attitude and spirit, Ian noting that he is generally a positive person and how he struggles with
people who are always negative. Jeff and Frank were the only respondents who noted that their
wives were the biggest environmental factor “as far as people go” contributing to their longevity
in ministry. It may have been that the other respondents merely did not view their wives as an
“environmental factor.”
On being criticized, Jeff noted that he did not mind criticism because those criticizing
him often did not know just how correct they were in their criticism. He struggled, however,
when people misjudged his motives.
Privacy in the office, trust, and being able to laugh with one’s colleagues were also listed
as important factors contributing to ministry well-being and longevity. Larry noted that trust is
an important factor because it “helps us be real and genuine.” He averred that the office is a good
place to “blow off some steam” and hence the need for privacy as well as trust among the office
staff.
Citing the Apostle Paul’s words that the “gospel is the power of God unto salvation,”
(New International Version, 1973/2011, Rom. 1:16), Jeff averred that the realization that
ministry is God’s work was “probably the biggest factor to me in staying in ministry for a long
time.” He continued: “Basically I’m saying, ‘God, you have a problem down here, and this is
your problem.’” He said, “When I see what God is doing, it is encouraging and increases my
faith. I just need to be faithful.”
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One participant suggested that controversies that oppose Christianity, ideologies, and
secular philosophies were challenges that needed to be opposed. He listed issues such as the
environment, Covid-19, and racial matters were all issues that had to be viewed through the lens
of the Bible.
Obviously not an exhaustive list, these are a few of the factors that the respondents
suggested were crucial to their well-being as ministers and that had the greatest impact on their
ministry tenure.
Question 12: Can You Give Examples of How These Environmental Factors Affect
Ministry?
Once again, the influence that the leadership team and staff members have on a clergy
member may never be overestimated. In answer to this question, the subject of the church’s
elders arose as prominently influencing the minister’s well-being and desire to stay in that
ministry. Four of the respondents commented on the positive influence that the elders had on
their work. In his commentary on the influence his elders exerted, Gavin said: “The elders are
supportive. They show the ministers respect. They care about what we think. They want to
encourage and build us up and not tear us down. That’s huge!” He added that he seldom leaves
the elders’ meetings disheartened or frustrated.
Three of the respondents interjected a word of caution with respect to the elders’
influence on ministry. One noted that although his elders were supportive, they would not
address the thorn in his side and that was ultimately the issue that caused him to switch churches.
He related how one elder was caught on video tape stealing receipts from the minister’s files in
an attempt to cause trouble for the minister. Another respondent shared the immense difficulty of
performing ecclesiastical duties when an elder “has it in for you.” Yet another participant related
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how he had to put a lock on his office door to prevent a particular elder from rummaging through
his files. Such circumstances can make ministry extremely challenging and can certainly
undermine a minister’s tenure in any congregation.
The respondents also shared an emphasis on a positive atmosphere in the office. Putting it
negatively, Bill said that he tried to stay away from negative people noting that “they rub off on
you.” Positively, Cain expressed how he loved to work with good people and loved to see the
good in people. He noted too that being encouraging has to be intentional, suggesting that one
does not necessarily have to take someone to lunch in order to be encouraging—“just look him in
the eye and care about him.” He expressed the importance of looking for something with which
one might offer help in order to add action to one’s words. A positive atmosphere in the office is
an environmental factor that enables colleagues to laugh together, tease one another, and have
fun together. According to Dan, being comfortable with one’s colleagues in the office is really
important. He noted that a “tense office atmosphere can’t be good for ministry relationships and
general well-being.” He also affirmed: “Good environmental factors give you the courage to try
new things.” Larry suggested that his staff meetings were times when the staff could “cut up,
plan what needed to be done, share responsibilities, etc.” Frank asserted that his staff members
have always had a positive effect on him and that this was “one of the greatest blessings I have
had.” Two of the participants suggested that these positive environmental factors had resulted in
motivation to excel and do their best and to focus on the work at hand. Ian noted that he was glad
that these positive factors had prevented him from having to “put out brush fires.” He could thus
continue to focus on his ministry.
Another participant commented that the church has “a big impact on the minister.” He
listed several ways in which the church impacts their clergy members, including, on the negative
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side, the church “bickering like the rest of the world.” On the more positive side, even the small
things make a big difference—things like little notes of encouragement and a member yelling a
greeting from across the road. This participant expressed how important resiliency is, saying:
“We have emotions too. We’re not like ducks with the water just rolling off of our backs.” Each
of these factors feature importantly to provide a minister with the impetus to continue, or
negatively, to shorten his stay with any particular congregation.
Question 13: Which Have Had the Most Positive Effect on Your Ministry? The Most
Negative?
Of all the questions posed in this study, this question elicited a copious number of
responses as well as the most varied. As a result, only the most often referenced answers are
discussed here.
One of the foremost of influences affecting ministry in positive ways was the
relationships that the minister has. In particular, the minister’s relationships with his elders were
said to be critical to his well-being and the health of the ministry itself. Harold said that a “big
positive was having personal relationships with the elders,” that is, as friends in whom the
minister could confide. He noted that the elders needed to be able to act as individuals and not
merely as a group. In other words, they needed to be able to act as shepherds among the flock
rather than merely as a board of directors. They also needed to be unafraid to expose their own
weaknesses, sin, passion, desires, and areas where they may disagree. Kent suggested that the
elders’ trust was an important contributing factor, saying: “I have never had an elder tell me what
to preach.” Larry noted that being protected by the elders was crucial for him. He expressed that
the ability to talk freely to his elders and to feel that he was being heard was “the most positive”
factor contributing to his longevity and well-being.
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On the contrary, poor relationships with the elders can account for a significant amount
of stress and toxicity in the minister’s work environment and life. Ian averred that elders,
secretaries, and even members can influence the atmosphere negatively. According to Kent,
“elders not having enough man up to say, ‘Okay, this is what needs to be done’,” would be a
rather negative situation. Another suggestion was that an elder who is “out to get you” would
impact a minister’s work very negatively. Evidently, not all elders are godly men who have the
best interests of the church at heart. When men who harbor vengeful feelings toward the minister
are appointed to positions of leadership in the church, it does affect the minister’s well-being and
longevity in powerfully negative ways.
Several factors expressed variously fall under the umbrella of encouragement and
supportive reassurance. Such factors include the “encouragement we get from those positive
relationships” both from within the church as well as from the relationships maintained outside
of the church (Cain). It includes, too, the “sense of doing something important and the sense of
being loved and appreciated” (Bill). According to Dan, open, honest communication in these
relationships is critical because “that builds trust and trust is so important.” Ian suggested that
“positive relationships and encouraging coworkers” were crucial factors affecting his ministry
health and longevity. In commenting on the impact of the church, Evan stated that a “patient
congregation that corrects you in loving ways really helps a man to last for quite a while.” He
called such a congregation “a blessing from God.”
While open and honest communication, positivity, and encouragement each contribute to
a clergy member’s well-being and the health of the ministry, when those factors are not present
or their opposites are evident, the minister’s well-being and longevity in ministry is severely
undermined and threatened. Citing the biblical writer James, (New International Version,
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1973/2011, Jas. 3:13-18), Dan affirmed that criticism, lack of communication, and secrets
destroy trust and make for a highly toxic office environment. Larry mentioned that when people
checked on the number of hours he spent in the office, “that kind of thing does not build trust.”
Cain thus pointed to the importance of finding “somebody you can be open with—not
necessarily in the congregation.” Kent also pointed out the negative effect that fussing between
members has on one’s ministry.
At least two of the participants mentioned the significance of the positive affect that the
Bible had on their ministries. Abel highlighted how difficulties underline our need to trust the
Lord: “They highlight our vulnerabilities and so even Covid-19 has been a blessing insofar as it
has emphasized our vulnerability” and dependency on God. He noted that scripture had to be the
filter through which everything is viewed and processed. Another respondent emphasized how
profoundly his sense of awe and the guidance he received from God’s word had affected his
ministry. He also noted that “for the negative stuff, you have to learn to say ‘no.’” He gave as an
example that he no longer committed to performing funerals.
Similarly, the realization that “God is the one doing ministry” had the biggest impact on
how Jeff executed his ministerial duties. He said that this realization took the pressure off of him.
He warned, however, that this belief could cause laziness, but that instead of causing laziness, it
had served to energize him.
Gavin suggested that his most positive factor was also his most negative. On the positive
side, he mentioned that a rather stoic group within the congregation was always there when
things were tough and when they were easy. This group did not get anxious, nervous, or negative
very quickly. On the negative side, however, this same group was always just there. They
showed no big swings. Gavin noted: “They will be with you through thick and thin. You do not
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experience the grave depths but neither the joyous heights. They are stable.” One may well view
such groups as negative as well as positive, but overall, they would seem to be a major positive
and a great contributor to ministry well-being and longevity.
Another factor contributing negatively to the health of any ministry would be the abuse of
financial resources and remuneration. Two of the respondents expressed feeling at liberty to
“preach freely” because remuneration was not an issue. One respondent’s wife was well
remunerated, while the other respondent was self-supported with his own private business.
Neither of these participants were particularly dependent on the church for their incomes. When,
however, ministers are dependent on the church for their remuneration, and they do not receive
at least a cost of living increase each year, it can be a source of negative feelings and attitudes
toward the church’s leadership. One respondent noted that for several years, he received a turkey
as a yearly bonus. I personally know of others who failed to receive a pay raise for almost a
decade. Such abuses show little trust or appreciation of the clergy member and are both
inexplicable and inexcusable. After moving to another congregation, the minister who received
the turkey bonus began to receive a $5000 to $6000 annual bonus and he said that this “made me
feel appreciated.”
One factor that weighed heavily on the minds of the respondents was not as tangible as
the aforementioned factor. Feeling like one is an island or merely an employee is, according to
these respondents, a very negative dynamic. Harold suggested that this was the “most negative”
factor in his ministry. He noted similarly that “feeling like your life is under a microscope; like
you’re living in a glass house” is extremely difficult. It is far healthier, he said, when “I am part
of a family that knows me as Harold and not as the next minister.” One of the reasons Larry left
his ministry position was: “I felt like I was an employee.” I have heard elders say, “preachers are
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a dime a dozen; preachers come and go; you will never be one of us,” and “you’re just a hired
gun”—devastating statements for a minister to hear from the lips of one who serves as a
shepherd.
Question 14: What Other Factors Have Had a Significant Effect on Your Tenure in
Ministry?
Responding to this question as well as the former questions, each of the participants,
barring two, affirmed their wives as the prerequisite factor contributing to their well-being and
longevity in ministry. It may well have been that the two who did not mention their wives, did
not view their wives as part of the discussion at all, but rather viewed their wives as intricately
part of their lives as ministers and intimately involved in their ministries. From this study it is
evident that the influence of the minister’s wife, and arguably his family, play an even greater
role in a clergy member’s ministry than that exerted by the church’s shepherds and leadership. In
this regard, Dan commented: “A supportive wife and family is critical.” Gavin suggested that his
wife had always been there and that she had brought him through his darkest times. He affirmed
his wife as the most significant factor contributing to his tenure in ministry. Evan similarly
noted: “If it had not been for my wife, I don’t think I would be here.” He remarked: “It really is a
team. They [the church] gets a two-for-one deal.” Expressing similar sentiments, Ian averred: “I
don’t know that I would still be doing it. She has always been positive and supportive, which is a
big, big, big, thing!” The influence of the minister’s wife and family as it pertains to his wellbeing and ministry longevity may never be overestimated.
Several other factors were put forward as having a direct bearing on ministry well-being
and longevity. Interestingly, many of these fell into the categories already discussed, namely,
divine calling, self-care, and social supportive networks. As examples, Bill suggested that he felt

111
as though God had called him to encourage and help others and not merely to teach Bible
studies. As a self-care consideration, Abel suggested that trying to create a sense of responsibility
among the members of the congregation is crucial in relieving the sense of weight that
sometimes rests upon the minister’s shoulders alone. As part of the minister’s social supportive
network, Dan shared that the minister’s “relationship with his leaders is important, having a
tremendous effect on tenure.” Nevertheless, several factors that the respondents considered as
being significant were listed.
Among the more overtly spiritual factors contributing to ministry longevity would be
prayer, the desire to be used by God, grace that made it possible to serve in a tenured ministry,
and the sense that God was at work in what the minister was doing. Cain intoned that prayer
changes things, and “prayer changes me.” He also affirmed: “All I want is for God to use me.”
Dan expressed a certain appreciation for the grace of God that allowed him to have a long tenure,
while Bill noted: “The sense that God is working in what I do or say has been one of the biggest
factors for longevity.” Bill also affirmed that his genuine love for people was an important
motivating factor contributing to his ministry health and tenure.
The social relationships mentioned as contributing significantly to longevity included
those with the minister’s wives, parents, children, other family members, elders and other church
leaders, church members, and friends outside of the church. Several participants mentioned
various relationship dynamics that powerfully influence ministry health and tenure. As already
noted, positive, encouraging, supportive relationships are critical to the minister’s health and
work. Other dynamics included being proactive in one’s relationships, especially when there has
been misunderstanding or confusion. Dan pointed to the importance of “taking the initiative to
talk to people” in such circumstances. Harold talked about having room for growth and the
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flexibility of being allowed to lead because “they trust me enough.” He noted that being good
friends with the elders who trusted him enough to lead was “actually a terrifying place because
now I cannot blame the elders or the church. The burden is now on me as a leader. There are no
excuses. Trust is essential.” Kent noted an important relational dynamic saying: “Don’t consider
yourself better than your members. They are ministers too. We are all the same. We just have
different talents and abilities. You can’t be a minister and a prima donna.” In an effort at selfprotection and preservation, Cain suggested that “a thickness to your skin” is often helpful. He
suggested that ministers should take God seriously but not to take themselves seriously. A little
self-deprecation is always advantageous, along with the ability to laugh at oneself.
Several responses stood out as noteworthy in regard to self-care. Dan averred that doing
one’s job to the best of one’s ability is important to long tenure. He also mentioned that being
healthy physically as well as in other ways is a great blessing—one not to be taken for granted.
Larry noted that taking time off is critical to healthy ministry. Referring to it as “Sabbath,” he
recalled what a blessing his day off had been. His practice was to get everything done by Friday
so that he could have Saturday off to do “no ministry stuff.” He noted too that his shepherds
recognized and tried to protect that, but that he nevertheless had to be deliberate about taking that
time off. Suggesting that ministers are “on the clock 24/7/365,” he expressed appreciation that
his secretaries also tried to protect his time in the office, not allowing him to “be disturbed by the
trivial things.”
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Ministry, solidly located among the helping professions, is subject to the stressors and
challenges that often lead to burnout and attrition. In a recent blog post, the executive director of
the Siburt Institute for Church Ministry, Carson Reed, called the shortage of persons to fill
ministry positions a “crisis.” Among the several factors he listed as contributing to this crisis was
the failure of churches to cultivate within their youth a desire to answer the call to ministry,
effectively hamstringing the supply chain. Exacerbating this crisis, he averred, is the
circumstance that “a lot of ministers, out of frustration and a bone-deep burnout, are walking
away from ministry” (Reed, 2022). Other factors contributing to this problem include the failure
of churches, especially smaller rural churches, to offer a compensation or remuneration package
commensurate with their minister’s education, expertise, and experience. When a minister in a
small community struggles to make what the local schoolteacher does, opportunities for secular
higher-paying employment become more appealing. Moreover, the church often makes demands
on the minister’s spouse, expecting her to be involved in the church’s ministry. According to
Reed (2022), these factors contribute to the ministry crisis evidencing itself in the shortage of
persons willing to take on the mantle of ministry.
Rather than focusing on the negative factors that lead to ministry burnout and attrition,
the purpose of this study was to discover and explore those factors which contribute to wellbeing and longevity in ministry. Replacing the factors that lead to ministry burnout and attrition
with those that promote ministry health and longevity would allow not only churches to benefit,
but ministers, their families, and their communities as well. It is imperative that seminaries adjust
their programs of study so that ministry students are well-equipped for many years of healthy
ministry.
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This study focused on four guiding research questions. These research questions were
supplemented with exploratory subquestions during the interview process.
RQ1: How do clergy perceive their sense of divine call and its effect on ministry
longevity?
RQ2: How do clergy perceive self-care and its effect on ministry longevity?
RQ3: How do clergy perceive social supportive networks and their effect on ministry
longevity?
RQ4: How do clergy perceive environmental factors and their effect on ministry
longevity?
This study employed an inductive qualitative interview approach. I interviewed a sample
of 12 clergy members using the online platform Zoom. I sent the interview questions to the
participants a few days prior to the scheduled interviews so that each participant could
contemplate their responses and be able to answer the questions with richer, thicker descriptive
content. Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. The interviews were digitally
recorded using the Zoom platform and transcribed using the program, Otter.ai. I then coded the
data, relying substantially on Saldana’s (2021) work and the in vivo method. In this analysis, the
data were also themed.
The rest of this chapter includes a discussion of the study’s findings in relation to past
literature, as well as the study’s limitations, and recommendations for application and future
research.
Discussion of Findings in Relation to Past Literature
Consistent with the number of research questions, this study included four findings:
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1. The clergy member’s sense of divine calling is crucial to his well-being and longevity
in ministry.
2. Contrary to the thinking of many clergy members as revealed in pertinent literature,
this study’s sample affirmed the critical need for self-care in ministry.
3. Social supportive networks were also found to be crucial to the clergy member’s
sense of well-being and longevity in ministry.
4. Environmental factors related closely to the aforementioned factors were also found
to be essential to the clergy member’s well-being and ministry tenure.
As previously noted, Bronfenbrenner’s ecology of human development served as a
theoretical framework through which to process the findings of this study. (See Figure 1).
Guiding this study were the four research questions that were driven largely by the extant
scholarly literature and that bore directly on discovering the factors promoting well-being and
longevity in ministry. The interview questions then sought to explore in detail the nuances and
finer details of those factors. I discuss the study’s findings therefore in sections that align
appropriately with the research questions presented. Interestingly, RQ1 through RQ3 lend
themselves to three personal orientations, including the minister’s relationship with God, his
disposition toward the self, and his relationship with others respectively. RQ4 addresses a more
generic orientation that is less personal than the preceding three.
Four Orientations
The four research questions posed in this study seem to broadly cover the spectrum of
factors that contribute positively toward the clergy member’s health and well-being, as well as
his longevity in ministry. The interview questions posed sought to explore these factors more
specifically, and while the research questions depended heavily on the extant literature, the
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interview questions elicited more directly and specifically individual responses from those
participating in the study. RQ1 explored the God-oriented sense of divine calling in the
participants.
God-Orientation—Divine Calling. In RQ1, the study’s participants confronted their
sense of having been divinely called by God to full-time ministry. What may well be the most
underestimated factor among those explored in this study is the clergy member’s sense of divine
call. In this writer’s experience, the concept of being called to ministry by God has never been a
priority among Churches of Christ. It is one which is seldom, if ever, talked about in the church’s
Sunday school curriculum, her worship services, nor even in her church-affiliated schools of
higher learning. Yet, consistent with current scholarly literature, the respondents in this study
unanimously agreed on the crucial importance of their sense of calling and how it positively
affected their ministries. In his study on the role of leadership in responding to the call, Joynt
(2017) expressed the priority of the clergy’s sense of calling: “The value of the study is that it
identified the category ‘leadership’ as the second reason, after ‘calling’, as to why clergy leave
full-time pastoral ministry within South Africa.” Although his study did not cross
denominational lines and was conducted in a foreign country, his results certainly underline the
crucial place of calling in a clergy member’s life and ministry. Several of the respondents in the
present study expressed an entirely new level of appreciation for their sense of divine calling and
its significance as a result of considering and responding to the questions posed in this study.
Touching on two of the first of Bronfenbrenner’s systems, that is, the Self and the
microsystem, a sense of divine calling is multifaceted and affects the minister in powerful ways
to promote his longevity in ministry. First, in terms of Bronfenbrenner’s Self, a minister may
have an understanding of being gifted as a “people person,” one who loves to be around others,
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genuinely cares about them, and desires to serve them, especially in ministerial, spiritual ways.
He may view himself as a gifted speaker and may enjoy that kind of leadership, as indeed several
of the participants did. The desire to serve others as a “man of the cloth,” as expressed by certain
of the respondents has also been a part of my personal sense of calling. This life-long desire,
along with opportunities to prepare for a life of ministry (formal education), and the
opportunities to serve in full-time ministry positions are the prime components constituting my
personal sense of divine call. This self-identification as having been divinely gifted in these ways
contributes significantly to the minister’s sense of having received a divine calling.
Second, the preponderance of the respondents in this study mentioned that significant
others—family and extended family members, lay leadership, other ministers—prompted them
to think about and take up the mantel of clergy work. This “seed-planting” then germinated
sometimes in later years to become part of the minister’s sense of having been divinely called.
This aspect of a minister’s calling correlates to Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem, setting the young
individual on the course to take up a life of ministry. These microsystem considerations account
for a significant portion of the clergy member’s sense of divine calling.
Joynt (2018) asserted that three response options attend a calling when a clergy member
leaves the ministry: (a) He was not called in the first place; (b) he received a dual (bi-vocational
or seasonal) call; (c) he was called but leaves anyway due to the experience of conflict and or a
host of other reasons. Interestingly, each of the respondents in the present study was deeply
convicted of his sense of calling. Two had alternate sources of income, and although ministry is
not without its conflicts and struggles, none ever seemed to experience a seriousness about
leaving ministry to take on a secular job. Rather, these respondents talked about feeling that they
would betray their calling if they walked away from ministry.
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While a certain level of self-awareness and spiritual maturity are prerequisites for
meaningful decision making in regard to becoming a minister, it seems that theological schools,
colleges, seminaries, and universities may adapt their programs of study to offer courses that
teach on the nature and implications of divine call so as to better equip their students for a
lifetime of ministry. Importantly, Joynt (2017) noted that one of the reasons clergy members left
ministry was that they felt that their training or formal education had not prepared them
adequately for the challenges of ministry. He noted that premature entrance into ministry played
a role in the attrition rates for ministers. Although none of the participants in the present study
expressed an outright failure to have been adequately prepared on their entrance into ministry, it
is evident that these clergy members were able to develop the coping skills they may have lacked
and the people skills that their formal training did not provide. It is my personal experience that,
having attended four different Church of Christ-affiliated schools of theology and ministry
training, the programs of study heavily emphasized a deep knowledge and understanding of the
content of the Bible, including biblical theology and doctrine, biblical languages and history,
exegetical analysis, and interpretation. While this stance is commendable, the imbalance revealed
is not. Relatively few courses were offered dealing with the daily activities, challenges, and
struggles of practical ministry. Fewer courses still were offered with a view to developing the
people skills that are so essential for success and well-being in ministry—skills that ultimately
promote longevity in ministry. As one respondent asserted, there are “some dynamite preachers
out there, but they cannot relate to the people. It is kind of a shame.” The real shame and the dire
consequence for the church is that many biblically knowledgeable preachers and powerful
speakers end up quitting the ministry, frustrated and burned out. Turnover in the pulpit may be
nearing an all-time high largely because of a failure on the part of our theological schools to
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adequately prepare their students and prospective ministers for the rigors, requirements,
challenges, and stresses of ministry. This educational privation in a minister’s calling
incorporates severe consequences both for the minister as well as the congregations for whom he
preaches. On the positive side, however, it is one which I believe may be remedied and resolved
through concerted efforts to adjust the curricula taught so as to incorporate appropriate classes
and courses that address the said deficiencies.
A clergy member’s sense of call often includes several aspects. According to Chase et al.
(2019), having the desire to serve God by serving others through clergy work, and having that
desire endorsed by significant others are powerful components contributing to a sense of call.
Each of the participants in this study affirmed this to be the case in their experience. These
important components of a minister’s sense of divine calling were almost unanimously affirmed
as indispensable to a ministry’s health and longevity—findings consistent with the literature as
reviewed in Chapter 2 of this study.
Although the idea of divine call has received relatively little attention among members of
the Church of Christ, it seems to be ever more commonly viewed as an integral and primary
factor contributing significantly to the minister’s health, well-being, and his longevity in
ministry. Several of the respondents in this study referenced it as a sine qua non for effective
ministry and ministry tenure.
Self-Orientation—Self-Care. With RQ2, I sought to probe how the participants viewed
the concept of self-care, a concept closely akin to that of being divinely called to ministry (Burns
et al., 2013). As previously noted, Burns et al. (2013) and Fuller (2018) found that a
preponderance of ministers rejected the idea of self-care as a legitimate practice for clergy
members, these ministers viewing self-care as selfish. In stark contrast to this finding, none of
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the present study’s participants viewed self-care as being selfish. On the contrary, they viewed
self-care as absolutely essential to ministry well-being and longevity in ministry. Although the
participants may have sensed a bias in the way the interview questions were worded, they were
nevertheless free to answer as they desired. A more important factor in this study’s findings on
this research question may lie in the participants’ circumstances. In other words, each of these
participants were tenured ministers who had years of experience practicing self-care
interventions. Whether consciously or subconsciously, they had developed the self-care
techniques and coping skills which had served them well through their years of ministry stresses
and struggles. It was precisely because of their belief in the value of self-care that they were still
in ministry and were able to attribute their longevity in ministry largely to the efficacy of their
self-care practices.
Consistent with the literature explored, the participants in this study noted the importance
of being proactive in regard to each of the five dimensions of health. Burns et al. (2013)
categorized these dimensions as being emotional, spiritual, social, intellectual, mental, and
physical. They affirmed that taking care of self so as to ensure one’s personal “shalom” had to be
intentional. If such activities and interventions were not deliberate, they would simply not
happen, to the detriment of one’s own health and ministry.
Instead of being a simple concept, the complex nature of self-care is due to the
aforementioned multifaceted nature of the self, each facet of which necessitates and deserves
attention. As such, effective self-care entails far more than merely taking a two-week vacation
once a year. Rather than leaving behind one’s biblical study and other activities in preparation
for worship services, spiritual self-care includes the development of the minister’s relationship
with God. These practices focus on the development of spiritual disciplines including prayer,
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fasting, Bible reading, meditation, study, and the minister’s personal time with the Lord.
Chandler (2009) concurred, noting that the nurturing of each of these spiritual resources would
be more effective in assuaging the effects of burnout than the cultivation of but a few. The
participants in this study agreed with this assessment, mentioning several ways in which they
necessarily cultivated the spiritual disciplines in their lives and developed their relationship with
God.
The participants also proactively cared for their mental, intellectual, and psychological
well-being. Through regular breaks from the stressors of being on the job full-time, 24/7/365,
they were able to maintain some semblance of normality and ease the burdens of the day. Their
breaks from ministry included participating in a multitude of various hobbies, secular reading,
and a host of other psychologically relaxing activities. Several psychological themes that
emerged from this study were congruent with the study of Case et al. (2019). These included the
importance of being intentional about one’s health and well-being, the importance of setting
boundaries, or as several respondents put it, “learning to say ‘no,’” and coping with ongoing
stressors. The importance of Sabbath-keeping as stressed by Gallagher (2019) was also a finding
in this study that proved consistent with the literature available. Internal psychological resources,
such as grit, perseverance, passion, and resilience, feature prominently among those factors that
allow ministers to stay the course, especially during difficult struggles that trouble even the most
seasoned of clergy members. Again, being proactively intentional about psychological self-care
is key to ministry health and longevity.
The negative effects of ministry stresses on the physical well-being of ministers has
already been noted. Hence, the need for ministers to take steps to maintain good physical health.
The respondents in this study attested to the need for clergy members to attend to their physical
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well-being. Interestingly, all the respondents in this study were older than 45. According to
Doolittle (2007) and Webb and Chase (2019), older clergy members report less stress in ministry
than the younger. They concluded that older clergy members may thus have learned the coping
skills necessary to successfully navigate the pressures and stresses of ministry. The pressures that
attend the relatively sedentary lifestyle of clergy work necessitates the minister’s initiative to
maintain a meaningful exercise regimen and habits that promote his physical health.
The emotional health of clergy members is a crucial factor in their overall sense of wellbeing. Pioneering studies in emotional intelligence, Goleman (1998/2004) found emotional
intelligence to be twice as significant as IQ and technical skills. In his study, West (2016)
demonstrated that emotional intelligence may be learned. He also noted that clergy who
participated in courses in emotional intelligence displayed higher levels of self-efficacy and job
satisfaction. This reaffirms the aforementioned obligation for institutions of higher learning to
provide their students not only with courses in biblical studies, but also with course offerings in
areas of ministry, such as emotional intelligence. In the terms of one respondent, self-care meant
“doing things that help me maintain my sanity.” For another, self-care meant “dealing with
frustration, anxiety, and problems—processing those and setting them to the side.” A significant
degree of emotional intelligence is a requirement to be able to do that consistently and
successfully. Nurturing and promoting emotional intelligence are thus important aspects of the
minister’s self-care responsibilities.
In an interesting paper, Canning (2011) took issue with the idea of self-care, opting rather
for the idea of stewardship of resources. She eruditely argued that the use of the term self-care
“puts the focus too heavily on us” (p. 71). Admitting that caring for self and being a faithful
follower of Jesus Christ are not necessarily mutually exclusive, she found herself more
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comfortable “with thinking about exercising stewardship [italics original] over my life and the
resources and responsibilities God has graciously entrusted to me” (p. 71). While her concerns
may be legitimate, it seems that the abuse and misuse of the concept are far more problematic.
The present study, however, was not concerned with such abuses as hedonistic overindulgences
and selfish pleasures but rather the legitimate and appropriate Christian care of the self. Such
care of the minister’s spiritual, emotional, psychological, social, and physical being was
unanimously affirmed in this study as absolutely essential to the Christian minister’s overall
health, well-being, and longevity in ministry.
Others-Orientation—Social Supportive Networks. I explored in RQ3 the participants’
social supportive networks and how these participants viewed these networks as contributing to
and promoting their longevity in ministry. Two important observations included in the study by
Lee and Rosales (2020) were that social supportive networks have an even greater positive effect
on the clergy member’s well-being than that of self-compassion, and that clergy members may
be coached on how to nurture these supportive relationships. The latter consideration once again
addresses the curricula that various institutions of higher learning offer, because the nurturing of
supportive networks may be taught and learned. The participants in this study certainly seemed
to support the former consideration, underlining the importance of their social supportive
networks.
The participants almost unanimously asserted that the primary element in their social
supportive network was their wives. Although I did not read this in the literature, it came as no
surprise when the participants made this affirmation. The minister’s wife is an absolutely crucial
aspect of their ministries. She is his prime supporter and partner in ministry, and as previously
noted, the church pays for one minister but really receives a two-for-one deal when hiring a full-
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time married pulpit minister. Only one participant in the present study averred that his former
wife had not wholeheartedly supported his ministry. Eleven of the 12 participants affirmed the
unequivocal support of their wives in their ministries.
Second only to the relationship with the minister’s wife and immediate family, is the
minister’s relationship with the lay leadership, also known as the elders or shepherds of the
church. Although several of the participants asserted that they work for God rather than men,
these participants are essentially answerable to the church’s local and autonomous leadership: the
shepherds. As previously noted, a healthy relationship with the leadership is a bountiful blessing.
Trust, communication, and not being treated as an employee were important components of this
relationship. It is essential to the well-being of the clergy member that he feels supported,
appreciated, validated, and valued by those to whom he is answerable. A poor relationship with
the church’s shepherds, however, affects the minister and his well-being in predictably negative
ways, including ultimately, the minister’s exit from ministry. These considerations lie at the heart
of Bronfenbrenner’s systems of the self and the microsystem. They powerfully impact the clergy
member’s sense of self, his identity, and his esteem, ultimately affecting his ability to carry out
his ministerial duties. Even though the minister may feel adequately prepared, educated, and
gifted for ministry (Bronfenbrenner’s system of the Self), negative influences in
Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem, such as a leadership that fails to appreciate the minister, may
seriously undermine his service to the church, his well-being, and his job satisfaction.
Several respondents noted that feelings of loneliness, isolation, and as if one is merely an
employee are devastatingly detrimental to ministry well-being. In a rather ironic twist, the
uniqueness of the clergy’s role and responsibilities within the congregation increases their
vulnerability to isolation and the experience of loneliness. The present study’s findings thus
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support the results of Scott and Lovell’s (2015) study, showing that loneliness was the primary
explanatory variable, the one most closely associated with burnout and professional excellence.
Healthy, vibrant relationships, not only with the minister’s wife, family, and church leadership,
but also with the congregation as well as outsiders, are crucial to the minister’s optimal
functioning, personal well-being, and longevity in ministry. Each of these various relationships
afford the minister the crucial sense of connectedness.
One of the participants asserted that most preachers are introverts. Interestingly, several
of the participants in this study, who intimated that they were essentially introverts, preached for
larger congregations of several hundred members. This is an intriguing finding given Dunbar’s
2008) number. Beyond the scope of this study and intuitively, one might presuppose that the
preponderance of pulpit ministers would lean towards extraversion, but this does not seem to be
the case. If true, a possible explanation is that introverted personalities are generally more
studious and diligently academic than their extroverted counterparts, allowing them to present
more substantive, thought-provoking sermons and classes. Although not particularly discussed as
a factor in this study, substantive pulpit work including several hours of preparatory time for
each lesson or sermon, would certainly feature as an important contributor to longevity in
ministry. A future exploration of the relationships between introversion and extraversion in the
pulpit and Dunbar’s (2008) number, and how these relationships impact ministry health and
church growth may produce especially interesting results.
Environment-Orientation. In RQ4 I sought to explore how various environmental
factors affect the clergy member’s ministry and his tenure in ministry. One of the greatest of
factors influencing a minister’s well-being and longevity in ministry is his spirituality. The
respondents in this study stressed the importance of cultivating a real, honest, and deep
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relationship with the Lord. The popular idea of “faking it” may suffice for but a short period of
time. The pressures, stressors, and challenges of ministry, however, function not only to the
develop skills, expertise, and ministry experience of the clergy, but also to distinguish between
people whose hearts are in it and those who may do better pursuing a secular career. In an
informative study, Bickerton et al. (2015) related their investigation to the job demandsresources model and showed how spiritual resources are positively related to work engagement
and have a negative indirect influence on job turnover intent. A minister simply has to practice
the spiritual disciplines using those resources conducive to spiritual well-being if he expects to
last in ministry. This concern would feature as part of Bronfenbrenner’s system of the Self, being
essentially a facet of the clergy member’s sense of identity. Again, the clergy member’s sense of
divine call, his self-care practices, and his social supportive networks play crucial roles in his
ministry, his sense of well-being, and his tenure in ministry.
Among the top factors contributing to longevity was a generally supportive, positive,
encouraging environment. In this study, the ministers’ wives were viewed primarily as
supportive of their husbands’ work. The respondents, however, viewed a positive, encouraging
environment as largely the product of their church’s leadership. The lay leadership plays an
important role in creating and sustaining such an environment. In terms of Bronfenbrenner’s
chronosystem and in particular the sociohistorical considerations, we live in an era of pervasive
negativity. American society is as divided politically, socially, and morally as it has ever been in
my experience. The news media portray what seems to be an endless stream of unprecedented
bad news. Maintaining a positive outlook and disposition both privately and publicly is as
necessary and as challenging as it has ever been. It is thus critical that the church’s leadership
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works to provide an atmosphere that is positive, encouraging, and uplifting, one that is conducive
to the well-being of both the minister and the church.
Summarily, the environmental factors raised in response to RQ4 were intimately related
to the innermost of Bronfenbrenner’s concentric circles of human development. Interestingly,
most of these factors may also have been classified as belonging to one of the preceding
categories—divine calling, self-care, or social supportive networks.
Implications for Practice
Briefly, two important implications for practice are concomitant. On the negative side,
these findings point to the dire consequences for both clergy members as well as faith
communities when the factors that promote clergy health, well-being, and longevity are not
present. A lack of any of these factors undermines a minister’s efficacy, job satisfaction, and
tenure. A minister who has no sense of being divinely called may more easily succumb to the
temptation to leave ministry for a higher paying secular job than the minister who feels that God
has called him to ministry. The same principle applies to the concepts of self-care, social
supportive networks, and the environmental factors that promote ministry well-being and
longevity.
A second implication for practice accentuates the importance of cultivating and nurturing
the factors that promote longevity in ministry. This responsibility lies not only at the feet of the
minister himself, but also on all who interact with and influence the clergy member. Those who
are most closely associated with the clergy member—his family members and significant others
or those within Bronfenbrenner’s innermost of concentric circles—carry a weighty burden in this
regard. The church’s leadership and those who presume to offer theological training and
education feature prominently as contributing to the cultivation of those factors that promote the
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minister’s well-being and longevity. It is critical that the institutions for ministerial training adapt
their curricula to attend to the need for the cultivation of these factors that promote the health,
well-being, and the ministry tenure of their students.
As noted above, ministers need better “soft” skills and relational dynamic awareness
training as part of their seminary curricula. This, however, begs the question regarding how they
move forward when they face circumstances outside of their control. How are they to navigate
some seemingly impossible situations? How are ministers to handle some difficult interpersonal
challenges that are ostensibly beyond their abilities to control? Ultimately, and in such extreme
cases, the option of parting ways would be a last and biblically feasible alternative. The Apostle
Paul and Barnabas “had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company” (New
International Version, 1973/2011, Acts 15:39). These men continued in the work of the Lord,
albeit separately. As a matter of complying with God’s will for his people, Christians should
forgive each other their grievances, but forgiveness does not require them to have to work in the
same locale. Although this may not be an ideal outcome, it is a realistic option that allows the
minister to resolve an incorrigibly problematic situation, preferably without dividing the church
and leaving destruction in his wake.
Limitations
Four limitations for this study include the small sample size, the fact that only men were
included in the population, my personal biases, and the exclusion of younger ministers—those
who have yet to develop the coping skills necessary for longevity in ministry. For a qualitative
study, the limited number of participants is not necessarily unusual, nor does it have to
undermine the results. As Brinkmann (2013) noted, one may reach a saturation point with as few
as eight participants.
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A second limitation is that this study failed to include female clergy members. I know of
no female pulpit clergy members in Churches of Christ. A few women are employed around the
country as youth ministers and children’s ministers, but due to the generally conservative nature
of Churches of Christ, women in the pulpit are extremely rare if there are any at all. The all-male
population of this study sample is thus representative.
The third limitation addresses my own biases as a researcher. Being passionate about
well-being and longevity in ministry, I may have viewed the participants’ answers through
colored lenses, hoping to see what I so desperately wanted to see. This bias is not uncommon and
may, to some degree, be quite inescapable. The priority then would be to be aware of these
biases and to work with a view to preventing them from falsely coloring the study’s findings,
results, and implications.
A fourth limitation in this study concerns RQ1 regarding the clergy member’s sense of
divine calling. This study’s participant pool was limited to those clergy members who had been
in ministry for more than 10 years and preferably only those who had spent those years with one
congregation. The study included no younger ministers and none who were just starting their
ministry careers. This study’s sample included only those ministers who, by definition and
through their experience, had developed the coping mechanisms and skills with which to
navigate successfully the challenges and pressures of ministry. This study essentially failed to
gain the perspective of novice clergy members who have yet to develop the skills and coping
mechanisms required for longevity in ministry.
Recommendations
For our schools of theology and ministerial training, I suggest they adapt the curricula to
offer courses that more closely fit the needs of ministry students, equipping them not only with
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biblical knowledge and expertise, but also the people skills and coping mechanisms needed for
well-being and longevity in ministry. Theological students should be equipped with the tools and
skills with which to nurture, cultivate, and develop the emotional intelligence proficiencies that
enable them to successfully navigate the challenges of ministry.
Ignorance of the factors that promote longevity in ministry may no longer be a viable
reason not to promote them. The onus, however, is not only on schools of theology and
ministerial training, but certainly on the leadership of each individual church to foster these
factors and to assure better probabilities for the health, success, and longevity not only of the
minister and his work, but also of the church.
Future studies may broaden the participant pool to include younger ministers with less
experience and those who are beginning their ministry careers. One may also include women in
ministry positions who may well have developed coping mechanisms and skills that prove
significantly different to those of their male counterparts.
An important consideration for future research might include the perceptions of the
spouses of these ministers. In the present study, supportive wives were viewed as a primary
factor contributing to the minister’s well-being and his longevity in ministry. Inversely, the abuse
and trauma that ministry spouses endure may likely be a significant contributor to the exodus of
clergy members from ministry. What these ministry spouses report concerning their experiences
may foster a more lucid understanding of the factors that promote longevity in ministry.
An exploration of ministry introversion and extraversion, their relationship to Dunbar’s
number, and to ministry health and church growth may produce interesting results in a future
research project.
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Conclusions
The research questions addressed in this study define four categories of factors that
promote longevity in ministry. These include factors relating to the clergy member’s sense of
divine calling, his self-care practices, his social supportive networks, and environmental factors.
These categories or orientations were viewed through the theoretical framework of
Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human development. Several key conclusions are evident:
The clergy member’s sense of divine calling is a crucial contributor to his well-being and
tenure in ministry. Ministers with a deep sense of having been called by God undertake their
work with a spiritual sense of obligation to God that reaches beyond secular impetuses. They
work not merely because they feel they are gifted or have an aptitude for ministry, but because of
their divine obligation. To take on secular work would be for them tantamount to betrayal of a
divine trust. It is this kind of devotion to a divine calling that allows these clergy members to
weather the storms of ministry when others simply quit to take on secular work.
Second, this study also pointed to the importance of self-care practices in regard to their
promotion of longevity in ministry. Contrary to the thinking of many clergy members and
congruent with the scientific literature, the study participants affirmed that, rather than being
selfish, self-care practices were absolutely essential to their well-being and tenure.
A third conclusion regarded the importance of the clergy member’s social supportive
network. Essentially a sine qua non for healthy ministry and longevity, each of the study’s
participants noted how crucial their social supportive networks are to their personal well-being
and the health of their ministries. Several of these participants averred that they simply would not
still be in ministry without the endorsement, encouragement, and affirmation of their social
supportive networks.
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Although several of the discussed environmental factors promoting longevity in ministry
fell into one of the preceding categories, they nevertheless contributed importantly to the wellbeing and health of the minister and his work.
Intriguingly, the factors that surfaced as most important to the promotion of well-being
and longevity in ministry tended to correlate most closely to the innermost of Bronfenbrenner’s
concentric circles. This may arguably be the result of how critically important these factors are to
the minister’s well-being. This might also explain the reason for the paucity of references to
Bronfenbrenner’s mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystems throughout this study. These
promotional factors are truly at the heart of the question as to whether the minister merely
survives or truly thrives in ministry.
Ultimately, it may well be that no matter what difficulties, struggles, challenges, or
hardships the minister faces, if he has these resources upon which to draw, he may successfully
navigate and overcome the obstacles that he will certainly encounter. On the other hand, the
health of a ministry lacking any one of these categories would likely be sorely undermined and
the tenure of ministers in such positions would surely be threatened. Given that a minister’s
finest work begins on average after six years with any one congregation, and that the average
length of stay with any congregation is down to between 18 months and two years, it behooves
the minister, the church’s leadership, and the applicable educational institutions to teach,
develop, and foster those factors that promote ministry well-being and the longevity of those in
ministry.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Email
Hello. My name is Gary Simpson, and I am conducting research for my doctoral degree
at Abilene Christian University. I am studying the factors that help church ministers stay in
ministry. I would like to invite you to participate in my research.
In order to participate in the study, you must meet the following criteria:
•

Be a member of the Church of Christ.

•

Served as a pulpit minister for a minimum of 10 years.

If you participate in this research, you will be asked to:
•

Complete a 90-minute interview with me through virtual conferencing technology (the
Zoom platform), and

•

We will choose a time convenient for you.

If you have questions for me, or would like to participate in the study, you may contact me
through email. You may also call me at . . .
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Appendix B: Participant Demographics
Unlike quantitative studies, qualitative studies generally include few participants. This is
partially because of the ability to reach a saturation point relatively early in the study. In the
present study, 12 participants were sufficient to reach that point. Each of the participants were
members of Churches of Christ and had preached for these congregations for 10 years or longer.
These participants were male and lived in the American Southwest. Another parameter was that
this study preferred White clergy members because clergy of other nationalities may have
skewed the findings. Future studies in this regard may include clergy members of other races or
nationalities.
Women were also excluded from participation. The reasoning behind this parameter was
twofold: (a) Given the relatively fundamental leanings of Churches of Christ, women are
generally not allowed to preach, although there are women who serve as children’s ministers,
and (b) the inclusion of women in so small a group would not have been representative. I know
of no women pulpit ministers among Churches of Christ. Again, future studies may well include
this segment of the population in an effort to discover the contributions they may afford.
Other participant demographic questions posed included the participants’ ages, whether
they were married, whether they had children, number of years in ministry, size of congregation,
compensation, and church staff.
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Appendix C: Interview Introduction and Questions
Introductory Script
Good morning! I am Gary Simpson, a student in a doctoral program at ACU. I am glad to
meet you using this media platform and have looked forward to our time together. As you know
by now, I am studying the factors that promote longevity in ministry. Due to your many years of
ministry, I have invited you to participate in this online interview.
First, I wish to thank you for your willingness to participate in this study. Your expertise,
views, and opinions will be most appreciated and of great significance in this study. Thank you
for your time and contribution to making this study a reality.
Second, it is important that you understand that you have certain protections and rights as
a participant in this study. These include, but are not limited to the following:
1.

If you feel uncomfortable at any time during the course of the interview, you may refrain
from answering any number of the questions posed.

2.

You may also withdraw from the interview at any time, without fear of any negative
repercussions or consequences. You are not under obligation to answer any of the
questions.

3.

Your privacy is of the utmost importance. Strict measures will be taken to ensure
anonymity. At no point in this study will the information you divulge be shared except
anonymously. Every effort will be made to thwart any attempts to identify any of the
study’s participants.

4.

You will also be availed of the opportunity to read and assess your comments to ensure
accuracy and veracity before publication.
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If you have any questions, you may ask me those at any time during the course of our interview.
Shall we proceed?
Interview Questions
RQ1: How do clergy perceive their sense of divine call and its effect on ministry longevity?
Question 1: Tell me about your experience of how God called you to ministry?
Question 2: Can you cite examples/stories of how your sense of God’s call impacts your
ministry?
Question 3: How has your sense of being called to ministry affected your fortitude to stay in
ministry?
Question 4: Can you relate an event in which your sense of call was challenged and how you
navigated that struggle?
RQ2: How do clergy perceive self-care and its effect on ministry longevity?
Question 5: How do you understand what is meant by self-care?
Question 6: What kinds of self-care interventions do you practice? Can you give
examples/stories?
Question 7: How would you think self-care has affected your ministry, especially in terms of
longevity? How important is self-care in ministry?
RQ3: How do clergy perceive social supportive networks and their effect on ministry longevity?
Question 8: How would you describe the social supportive networks in your ministry?
Question 9: Can you illustrate through personal stories, examples, or illustrations, how important
these social supportive networks are to your ministry?
Question 10: What impact have your social supportive networks had on your ministry and the
length of time in ministry?
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RQ4: How do clergy perceive environmental factors and their effect on ministry longevity?
Environmental factors would not necessarily include such issues as global warming, but
those factors that more directly affect and influence the clergy member’s well-being and
longevity in ministry. An example might be that of a positive atmosphere in the church
office and among the office/leadership staff. A sense of “not being heard” may be viewed
as a negative environmental factor that undermines longevity in ministry (Joynt, 2019).
Question 11: Which environmental factors have most significantly affected your ministry?
Question 12: Can you give examples of how these environmental factors affect ministry?
Question 13: Which have had the most positive effect on your ministry? The most negative?
Question 14: What other factors have had a significant effect on your tenure in ministry?
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